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Hey, this is Patrick and hey, welcome to the new issue of Otaku USA magazine! 16 years and 
running as the last standing print periodical on the rack devoted heart and soul to anime, 
manga, games, cosplay, rubber monsters, you name it, whatever we can get from the Land of 
the Rising Fun.... JAPAN! 

So what do we have in store for you this time? WelL... writer Daryl Surat puts on his high tech 
muscle suit and uses his augmented strength to whip up a feature on the latest anime incarna- 
tion of Spriggan. Up next, Michael Goldstein invites us to the theater with a pair of box seat 
ticket for his two cents on Revue Starlight. Suddenly, Brittany Vincent pops out of nowhere and 
transports us to a mysterious forest where 
she shares her thoughts on Yuki Yuna is a 
Hero with us. Finally, Michael Goldstein 
appears from the year 234 AD with a cool 
robe and moustache just in the nick of time 
to tell us all about Ya Boy Kongming! 

In between these big sprawling features, 
you'll find our regular departments and 
columns including cosplay, games, manga 
samples, manga reviews, and even a 
Mighty Peking Man! 

So what else is going on? Well, right now 
as | sit writing this, it's early August in 
Tokyo. This is traditionally the hottest time 
of year, and the ‘ol weatherman isn't fooling 
around this time as Japan is seeing record 
breaking temperatures day after day. You 
can't blame me for hiding inside my air- 
conditioned room and coming out only to 
run to the convenience store for yet another 
delicious tub of chocomint ice cream. 

l'm working on a new book! But it hasn't 
been announced yet, so | can't say what it 
is (hint: it's about anime!) and | am taking notes on a few fiction projects, but mostly | am wait- 
ing to beat the heat (or to just go away) before | can run around to my favorite spots in Tokyo: 
Shibuya, Akihabara, the ramen shop (it's too hot to eat ramen!). 

Convention seems like it’s wrapping up back in the USA, and it was fun to see pictures online 
of folks heading back to cons like Anime Expo, Anime Weekend Atlanta, and Otakon. Another 
live event | wish | could have attended was the 4oth anniversary screening of The Last Unicorn 
held at the Academy Museum in LA in late July. If you ve never seen The Last Unicorn before, 
you really need to fix that! It’s a gorgeous animated fantasy movie that was brought to life by 
Studio Topcraft in Japan, composed of some of the same team who would go on to work with 
Hayao Miyazaki at Studio Ghibli. | confess that | am now old enough to have seen The Last Uni- 
corn in the movie theaters when it came out in 1982 and it has stuck with me ever since. Maybe 
it will work some magic on you as well? 

In the meantime, enjoy the new issue of Otaku USA magazine! 


40th Anniversary 


—Patrick 
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Hi Otaku USA! 


l've been an avid reader of your magazine for the last two 
years because | just love your coverage of series and shows 
| would have never discovered otherwise. However, as a die- 
hard fan of The Quintessential Quintuplets, | can't help but 
sit here in envy of those in Japan getting to experience the 
new movie release first hand. Is there any chance we might 
get some QQ related coverage in the near future? As always 
keep up the amazing work and | can't wait for what future 


editions of the magazine have for us! 


Hi Ruben! Thanks so much for your letter and for giving us 
your seal of approval on our Quintessential Quintuplets 
coverage (Did that rhyme? Га like to think so). We don't have plans for a 
feature on the new film, but can promise that we certainly will prioritize 
such a thing when the Quintessential Quintuplets movie gets a proper 


Hi Otaku USA!! My friends and | love to draw 
and make comics, and | thought it would be a 
cool idea to start a magazine! (The working title 
is Weeb Jump.) | thought Id ask you guys how 
you got started! It's been 16 years since you 
guys first started publishing so | gather you 
guys are doing a lot of things right. 

First question: how do | start? Your first issue 
looked really professional and put together. 
Do you guys use a specific template? Also, who 
does the graphic design work? They do an 
amazing job! 

| think those are all the questions | have right 
now, but there's probably more. With your help, 
and with some YouTube videos, l'll be set! 
Looking forward to hearing from you! 

—Maya 


Hi Maya! Thanks for your letter and thanks so 
much for reading our magazine! That is great 
that you want to make your own publication. 
We say... 60 FOR IT! While we don't have 
enough space here to really go thick on the 
details of our nuts and bolts, there is an arti- 
cle we did for our 10th anniversary of 

Otaku USA that basically reveals our origin 
story and some of our working habits. You 
can find it over at our official website 
OtakuUSAmagazine.com. 

We are also super happy you enjoy the great 
work from our graphic designer Samantha. 
You can't go wrong with someone like that on 
your team! 

And since we are talking about magazines, 
I'm going to share a picture of the first profes- 
sionally printed US anime magazine | ever 
saw: Animag #1 from 1987. If we can do it, 
you can too! 
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—Ruben 


Hi Otaku USA! I love your magazine and have 
one little suggestion, it would greatly help peo- 
ple like me if you named the character and the 
cosplayer in your photos. | enjoy looking at them 
but often don't know which character I’m sup- 
posed to be seeing, also if | knew the cosplayers 
name, | might just follow them on social media. 
Keep up the good work, especially the manga 
reviews and previews! 

—А 


Hi AU Thanks for your message and for enjoy- 
ing our magazine! Our cosplay columnist Ani- 
Mia is off this month enjoying her first break 
from our pages in 7 years, but I'll pass on this 
letter to her when she's back and let's see 


om December 2022 


The Quintessential Quintuplets 


EN 


North American release (after all, we are Otaku USA!). In the mean- 
time, please enjoy a picture from ... if not your favorite anime ... then 
one you are a die-hard fan of ... The Quintessential Quintuplets! 


COSPLAY: PHOTO GALLERIES GA dhe! | 


TUE 


о 4 


R 2013 


[ШЇ 


Wiews, Photo Galleries, and Моге! 


what she says! In the meantime, did you know 
we published а one-shot cosplay issue а few 
years back? Cosplay USA had more info on 
individual characters and cosplayers and 
might be closer to what you are looking for. 
Some issues can still be found out there т 
the wild, and you can also score a digital ver- 
sion from our official web store! Poke around 
at OtakuUSAmagazine.com. It's there, we 
swear! 


And there you have it ... more lucky letters 
rescued from the mail sack. Now give us more! 
Please send your questions, comments, 
queries, requests, and assorted ephemera to 
otakuusafagmail.com! 


Experience the continuation of each character’s story from 
Piofiore: Fated Memories in five all-new episodes, а thrilling tale 
of mystery and murder, and an alternative what-if scenario 
that sheds new light on a familiar face. 
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Lady Dimitrescu Statue Towers Over oe x. 


the Competition 2. 


D ө” 


statue that will make 3 
a serious impression Af EM LL. / PE» 
on your shelf, „да Ae уе | А 5 A K L. 
PureArts has you all е / 
set thanks to a new Г ) “a б 
1/4 scale likeness of | 
Lady Dimitrescu from | | 2% p. G 
Resident Evil Village. | | % Аа Ze 
Coming within а ps / С y, 
hair's breadth of her "| 4197. я А 
Freddy-like blades | © | es We ` vA NIE 
was one of the heart- Be U € 
pounding highlights 

of the game, and now she can be yours in two editions at an 
equally imposing price point. 

Lady Dimitrescu is available in both an Exclusive Edition— 
which is limited to just 100 units and comes with a Dimitrescu Jewelry brand Tasaki recently 
Metal Key Replica—and a Standard Edition limited to a perfect revealed a new collaboration 
666 units. Worldwide shipping is currently expected in Q3 2023, with Tatsuki Fujimoto's hit 
and owning this large lady will run you $1,499. manga Chainsaw Man, which is 
soon to be an anime adaptation, 
and the results are both sharp 
and expensive. Look, all we're 
saying is Denji definitely couldn't 
even afford to look at these, 
much less buy them! 

Prices for the jewelry—which 
range from a Chainsaw Man gold 


e 

If you're looking for a ; А Ф 
| Ф 
2 


w^ 


pendant to a Power yellow gold 
necklace and Chainsaw Man 
white gold diamond pendant— 
start around Y187,000, which 
adds up to about $1,362. Items 
from the collaboration with 
Tasaki's Danger collection are 
limited to one per customer, 
and went up for sale in pop-up 
stores throughout Japan this 
past June. 


€ CAPCOM 
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SPY x FAMILY Gels Real and Elegant with Official Намеаг 


If you want to stand a chance at enrolling at the prestigious Eden College, 
you're going to want to dress and act as elegantly as possible. To aid you 
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CANSA 330-SPYXFAMILYM RAR 
© Toho Co., Ltd. All rights reserved. © Tatsuya Endo/Shueisha, SPY x FAMILY Project 
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TRANSFORMERS‏ 


Bishoujo Optimus Prime Just the Start of Cute Girl 


Transformers Line 


You may have seen Kotobukiya's new figure that reimagines Optimus Prime as a beautiful anime girl, but 
that's just the start of what is officially the Transformers Bishoujo line. All of Optimus Prime's key fea- 
tures are in place, but otherwise you'd never guess it was the Autobots leader under all of that impres- 
sive cuteness. Beyond Optimus in 2023, though, there are more adorable Transformers on the way to the 


figure maker's larger Bishoujo series. 


The line wouldn't be complete without Decepticon leader Megatron, of course, and fans can also look 
forward to a bishoujo take on iconic Autobot Bumblebee. Designs come from Bishoujo series mainstay 
Shunya Yamashita (Dai -Shogun - Great Revolution), and the products will all be available in overseas 
regions from international partners. This year's Anime Expo even hinted at figures beyond these, 
because Kotobukiya held a surprise poll to let attendees vote on the next character. Unsurprisingly, 
Starscream came out on top against Soundwave and Jazz, but hopefully they won't stop there! 


© Kotobukiya © Hasbro 


in this, you might want to 
consider picking up an 
official SPY x FAMILY hat 
from Japanese hat maker 
CAALA, which teamed up 
with Tatsuya Endo s hit 
series to produce some truly 
cosplay-worthy caps. 

So far, the line includes 
Loid Forger's fedora, 
which is available in 
adult sizes, and 
Anya Forger's 
school uniform beret. 
The latter is up for 
order in both adults and 
kids sizes, and it even has a Stella star on it to show just how well you've 
been performing at school. Shipping is scheduled for this December, and 
the Loid hat is priced at Y28,050 (about $204). No matter which size Anya 
hat you choose, you'll need to fork over 118,700 ($140). 
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A Knighl's Тай! 


Third Impact! 


Honkai Impact 3rd is an action title that has won an international 
following among gamers and anime fans. Set in a modern world 
corrupted by mysterious energy known as Honkai, a tenacious 
resistance formed by Valkyries, brave girls carrying anti-Honkai 
genes, leads humanity in а war of survival and fights for everything 
that is beautiful in 
the world. 


" ж : Я 
Winter . Since its launch on 
emories - mobile devices, the 


+ Honkai Impact 3 rd Concept Animation: 


game has w on an 
international follow- 
ing and fr equently 
è re topped App St ore's 
E : and Google Play's 
ы» Or Dan w^ 2 A download charts. The 
game was ported to PC in late 2019 with cross-save support, making 
the Honkai-verse more accessible than ever! 

At the beginning of 2022, Honkai Impact 3rd released an update of 
its Open World game mode, APHO Chapter 2. More elements includ- 
ing Valkyrie customization, open-world exploration, base building, 
racing, shooting, and co-op spice up the game like never before. 

In addition to the game itself, Honkai Impact 3rd has also pro- 
duced a large number of comics, animation works, and a wealth of 
fan works. which can be enjoyed on its official YouTube channel. 
Visit honkaiimpact3.hoyoverse.com for more information! 
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Hail, hail! The Royal Knight Omegamon from Digimon has joined Tamashii 
Nation's DYNACTION series! Standing at 400mm tall, it is a mas sive action 
figure featuring faithful colors and utilizing diecast metal parts for durability 
and heft. Boasting natural posability, this premium action figure can do even 
the most dramatic of poses with ease, letting you re-create your favorite Digi- 
mon moments. What's more, it comes with a dynamic 750mm bng cape made 
of cloth that can take poses of its own. Optional parts allow you to change the 
direction of Omegamon's glance, and the set includes mini figur es of Taichi 
and Yamato that can ride on his shoulder! This is Omegamon on a scale you've 
never seen before! 


For more information, visit www.tamashiinations.com 
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ihe На Demon Ритсезвез take оп Катлтатааатал! 


— PRINCESS: HALE-DEMON — 


Own the Season One, Part Two 
LIMITED EDITION Blu-ray! 


Limited Edition Includes: 
Exclusive Booklet * Premium Art Card * Poster 


vel " Inuyasha " by Rumiko TAKAHASHI , published by Shogakukan Inc. ч j 
kukan, Yomiuri TV, Sunrise 2020 £ 


Based on the original grag 


Rumiko Takahashi / Sho 


Dance Dance Danseur 
An affinity for all things ballet 


Combining the gracefulness 
of ice skating or dance with 
the elegance that only a 
medium like anime can pro- 
vide has always produced fan- 
tastic series. The latest addi- 
tion to the now long-running 
list of performance art-cen- 
tric shows, Dance Dance 
Danseur, is another example 
that takes a form of perform- 
ance and expression like bal- 
let and helps turn it into a 
high-stakes drama that feels 
like another classic in the making. 

Junpei Murao is a teen who's also had an 
affinity for all things ballet. Ever since he was a 
young boy,he's had his heart set on becoming a 
ballerina. But he tucked all that away inside of 
him after his father passed away when he was 
still young. Instead of following the path of bal- 


5% 
Ë PANSEUR 2 
iE 
His ТУ 


STUDIO/COMPANY 
Crunchyroll 


RATING 
Not Rated 


let, he decided to abandon his dreams and 
choose a more "masculine" profession at the 
urging of his uncle to try and support his family, 
instead taking up Jeet Kune Do. 

But despite all that's happened throughout his 
life, Junpei has never quite shaken the desire to 
get into the world of ballet. And he's right on the 
precipice of going back. He just needs the right 
encouragement to do so. Everything changes 
when he encounters a new transfer student 
named Miyako Godai, as well as Miyako's cousin 
Ruo Mori. The pair help rekindle Junpei's love 
for the art in a way that he could never have 
imagined, and he soon finds himself longing 
once more to hit the stage and light up faces the 
way performers did for him. 

There's a tight-knit friendship that develops 
between Junpei and Miyako, but it's Miyako's 
grace and enthusiasm for the subject that ulti- 


mately turns Junpei's 
eye back to the stage. 
And there's a subtle air 
that Junpei wants 
Miyako to see him as a 
brilliant performer as 
well. Together, the pair 
as well as Miyako's 
cousin work together to 
push Junpei back into 
exploring where his 
heart has been all of 
these years: the beauti- 
ful, all-compassing 
ballet. 

Of course, it's not all 
sparkle and rainbows. 
Junpei is a man inter- 
ested in a traditionally 
"feminine" art, and ends 
up facing a bit of bullying 


and unfair assumptions based on his interests. 
The show does handle these situations with sur- 
prising grace and maturity, and it should inspire 
anyone looking to jump into something that they 
love with their entire heart, even if they're afraid 
of what that might mean. 

Beyond the emotional appeal of chasing what 
you love and making it your own, Dance Dance 
Danseur is an absolutely breathtaking series 
that MAPPA went all out on. Every dance is 
beautiful and arresting, as are the characters 
themselves. The accompanying score will often 
send chills down your spine, as will the tech- 
niques woven into each and every dance number. 
Unfortunately, there's another thing that will do 
the same: the ending. 

Dance Dance Danseur is an arresting trip into 
the journey of the psyche of someone who no 
longer has to hide who they are to conform. And 
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yet, the ending the series suffers from is such a 
letdown that it seems as though the series was 
content to ignore the lessons it was actively 
teaching with each episode. When every episode 
hurtles toward this conclusion, it starts feeling a 
bit disappointing - so be ready for this while 
you're taking all of the beauty in. 

Fortunately, the ride is such a pleasant one 
that even when it seemingly takes a hard left 
turn, Dance Dance Danseur is a spectacle in 
every single way. Whether you're into ballet or 
have even a passing interest in the arts, it's a 
gateway that will transport you to another world 
in ways many series simply aren't capable of. 
There's plenty to love here, with drama, 
romance, and intrigue seeping out of every pore. 
Junpei will go down in your memories as one of 
the year's most unique protagonists, though 
partially it will end up being because of a bizarre 
narrative decision - but thankfully, Swan Lake 
isn't marred by some of its more horrific 
moments, and neither is Dance Dance Danseur. 
Recommended. 

— Brittany Vincent 


© George Asakura, Shogakukan/Dance Dance Danseur Production Committee 


©2002 MASASHI KISHIMOTO 


Romance blossoms 


4741 
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RATING 
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Shikimoris Not Just a Cutie 
Dramatic romance with а conflict 


Yuu Izumi is your typical sec- 
ond-year high school student. 
Or at least he would be, if he 
didn't seem to have some of 
the worst luck in the world. 
Just leaving the house can 
prove to be a disaster for him 
if he’s not careful. Luckily, 
he’s got his high school 
sweetheart, Shikimori, by his 
side. And she might be the 
cutest girl in the entire 
school. But, as this show’s 
title Shikimori's Not Just a Cutie suggests, 
there’s more to her than her looks. 

While the pair are usually an adorable, lovey- 
dovey couple with little that might intrigue oth- 
ers beyond their feelings for each other, Shiki- 
mori is a lot cooler than her cute exterior lets on. 
In fact, she turns into something of a different 
person if Izumi finds himself in trouble, or if 
she's jealous — or just upset. So she might be 
absolutely, heartbreakingly cute, sure. But she 


^ 
2-4 


bai 
st A! 


STUDIO/COMPANY 
Crunchyroll 


RATING 
Not Rated 
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© KEIGO MAKI, KODANSHA / Shikimori's Not Just a Cutie Production Committee 


turns into a suave, 
heroine-like version of 
herself when the mood 
strikes – and that usu- 
ally means when Izumi 
is really gong through 
it. This just in: a woman 
has different sides to 
herself. And while this 
might be enough to 
propel some stories for 
the casual viewer, but 
with this series, it 
doesn't really amount 
to much. 

When it comes to 
romance or slice-of-life 
shows, there are a cou- 
ple of elements you absolutely must have for a 
successful anime: a couple with excellent chem- 
istry and conflict to move the plot along and help 
the relationship evolve. With Shikimori's Not 
Just a Cutie, there's a couple with an already- 


€ Shuichi Shigeno / Kodansha - wedge link 


Initial D: First Stage 


The art of drifting 


Initial Dis a show that's 
become an integral part of 
the anime landscape—work- 
ing its way into game, racing, 
and music fandom. Even if 
you've never seen a single 
episode, you've run into 
memes and remixes that only 
exist thanks to its pervasive 
popularity. Nearly 25 years 
after the premiere of the 
anime, a viewer's first 
(0 approach will be а lot differ- 
ent from how it might have been initially. That's 
a good thing, though, as many of the stylistic 
aspects that might have given a viewer pause 
early on are now accepted... possibly even iconic. 
The series dives into the Japanese street rac- 
ing scene of the 19905, set chiefly on and around 
Mt. Akina (a fictionalized version of Mt. Haruna). 
Local teens gather late at night to challenge 
each other to races on the mountain road, tuning 
their cars and mastering the art of drifting to 
conquer the highway's hairpin turns. But the 
mountain's most fascinating driver isn't one of 
these kids: it's a mysterious Toyota Trueno that 
glides through the turns late at night. The racers 
become determined to discover who this "ghost" 


STUDIO/COMPANY 
Crunchyroll 


RATING 
Not Rated 
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established relationship, and an issue that at 
least one of them deals with, with Izumi having 
some of the worst luck ever, but beyond that 
there's so little conflict to speak of that it 
becomes a bit tiresome. 


edi — up n 


is... and Itsuki, one of the regular spectators, 
knows him quite well. 

The "ghost" is the taciturn Takumi Fujiwara, 
son of equally taciturn tofu shop owner Bunta. 
Takumi has been entrusted with late-night deliv- 
eries, requiring him to drive the challenging 
roads of Akina without breaking any of the tofu. 
A cup of water serves as his gauge: if he doesn't 
spill any, he's driving safely. His desire to get 
home and go to bed means, without realizing it, 
he's taught himself to drift through Akina's tight 
corners with raw, impressive skill. 


Izumi is timid, quiet, and friendly, but ап ulti- 
mately very boring frontman. He lacks the quiet 
strength of My Dress-Up Darling s Gojo or the 
timid naivete of Naoto from Don't Toy with Me, 
Miss Nagatoro. He suffers from the type of 
milquetoast anime lead personality that never 
really goes anywhere in romance series, and 
always apologizes for his shortcomings, his 
behavior, and anything that 
could be perceived as a slight 
while his girlfriend does any- 
thing within her power to 
make sure he's able to live his 
best life. It's sweet, it's 
endearing, but it's ultimately 
extremely boring when the 
same few things happen 
every episode. 

What's unfortunate is that, 
in terms of animation quality 
and character design (espe- 
cially on Shikimori's part], 
this is a great-looking series. 
Shikimori's Not Just a Cutie is 
gorgeous-looking. Each char- 
acter is given such care and detail, even the 
supporting cast, that it's extremely visually 
arresting. Shikimori herself gives massively 
popular heroine Marin Kitagawa a run for her 


Unfortunately for Itsuki, Takumi doesn't have 
nearly the level of interest in cars that his admir- 
ers do. Getting him out for a race takes some 
time; but before long, he has one foot in the 
scene. Before the first season closes out he'll 
cross paths with the super-skilled Takahashi 
brothers, challenge other local teams who have 


money in terms of looks. But she can't hold 
a candle to the My Dress-Up Darling star, 
in terms of personality or intrigue. 

The entirety of the series falls flat in that $ 
regard, unfortunately. And since the onus 
seems to fall squarely on Shikimori to pro- 
pel things along, there's little reason to 
look forward to the next episode when you 


always have a good idea of what to expect next. 
This is a series that desperately needs some 

spicier conflicts beyond Shikimori occasionally 
getting jealous, angry at her peers, or wanting 


heard rumors of his 
skill, and test his abili- 
ties down unfamiliar 
roads. And, somewhere 
along the way, he might 
even start to enjoy him- 
self a little. 

Initial D: First Stage is 
just a small part of the 
series as a whole— 
which consists of six 
Seasons, extra OVAs and 
compilations, and a film. 


New arrivals to the scene may find the anima- 
tion jarring, between the art style and the 
extremely CG cars. Even in 1998, when the inter- 
section between 2D and 3D in anime was 
accepted as rough, it was an aspect of the series 
that was regularly parodied elsewhere. It speaks 
to the success of the series that that style has 


to impress Izumi. There are also the 
friends who don't understand why Shiki- 
mori wastes her time with Izumi - but none 
of these things make the series interesting 
enough to endure the entirety of its 13 
episodes. 

If you're only interested in seeing two 
halves of a couple support each other no 
matter what, with a strong girlfriend who 
needs to be there for her unlucky, golden 
retriever of a boyfriend, you'll find plenty to 
like about Shikimori's Not Just a Cutie. ЇЇ 
you're ready to take a bite out of a chal- 
lenging, dramatic romance with a conflict 
that permeates the entirety of the series, you're 
going to want to move on, because you won't 
find any of that here. 

— Brittany Vincent 


gone from being a potential deal-breaker for 
some viewers to being an identifying trait of the 
show: a visual shorthand that people can refer- 
ence or parody affectionately. 

While the series has understandably brought 
car fans into the fold, it's still accessible for 
viewers who aren't necessarily knowledgeable 
about racing. As with any special-interest series, 
you'll get more out of it if it's a topic with which 
you're familiar. But it's also created a generation 
of racing fans, with spectators serving as a sort 
of Greek chorus to complement the racers' inte- 
rior monologues as they drive. It can feel melo- 

dramatic the first few times; but before 
long, you'll feel yourself caught up in the 
intensity of the moment. The Eurobeat 
soundtrack does a lot of heavy lifting in 
this regard. 

The first season of /nitial Dis largely 
Takumi-centric: it's his journey to finding 
fun in racing—more importantly, it's his 
journey to finding something to care about 
and devote himself to. Later stages will 
branch out into the lives and ambitions of 
his fellow racers, explore their growth as a 
team, and address Bunta's own history. (If 
it feels like he knows more than he lets on, 

it's because he absolutely does.) If you're inter- 
ested in starting this series, it pays to start from 
the beginning. Watching Takumi grow and 
change, and slowly being brought into the 
broader story of Mt. Akina's racing community, 
is a rewarding journey full of twists and turns. 

— Кага Dennison 
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A deliciouslu bitter candy ber 


Yuki Yuna is a second-year 
student at Sanshu Middle 
School. She's a kind girl who 
loves to help others, and is 
never seen without a smile on 
her face. That's why she'sa 
perfect fit for the Hero Club, 
whose members 
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Sentai Entertainment work to help out 
RATING anyone in need by 
Т\-14 


assisting the сот- 
munity. But being a 
member of the Hero Club isn't always 
sunshine and roses. 

One fateful day, the members of the 
Hero Club find themselves bathed in 
light and transported to a strange for- 
est filled with monsters called Vertex. 
The Vertex want to obliterate the Divine 


Tree, or the guardian of humanity. The girls dis- 
cover they've been tasked with working to pro- 
tect the Divine Tree as they become literal 
heroes. Welcome to the world of Yuki Yuna is a 
Hero. 

The girls of the Hero Club find themselves 
face to face with a much more harrowing goal of 
saving the world instead of being content to save 
individuals who come to them for assistance. 
Suddenly, the world is much more than just 
making sure students get things they need and 
their community can handle anything thrown at 
it. The fate of the world hangs in the balance - 
and the blessing of humanity that's sorely 
needed for the race to live on could be destroyed 
at any moment. As usual, the Vertex need to be 
vanquished by heroines from another world. 
Nothing new there. 

Yuna and her friends use a special phone app 
given to them by an organization called Taisha to 
help them transform into their own versions of 
heroes while fighting the Vertex. It's all set up 
much like your typical Sailor Moon or Tokyo Mew 
Mew-esque series, where every episode focuses 
on adding a new girl and her abilities to the 


group, but 
things tend to 
change a bit 
around the 
show's mid- 
point. And by 
changing, 


there are rules that 
spring up that you'll 
never have seen com- 
ing - disturbing ones 
that will absolutely change the way you see the 
characters introduced from the first few episode 
and have you guessing about how they'll be 
interacting for the remainder of the series. 

That's because, much like Puella Magi 
Madoka Magica, Yuki Yuna is a Herotakes what 
looks to be a sugary sweet magical girl fantasy 
and turns it on its head. After setting it up as a 
relatively simple genre exercise, things start to 
go south, and fast. Like Madoka Magica, there 
are consequences that come along with using 
the special powers bestowed upon the girls. 
There's a dark twist that even the most jaded of 
magical girl fans won't expect, and while it has 
nothing to do with giving one's soul away, it does 
equate to important losses that each girl must 
deal with to save those in need. 

With that said, however, the series does rely 
on familiar magical girl tropes that aren't always 
exciting given their repetitive nature. But when 
you learn the dark secret behind the girls' abili- 
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ties, things heat up rather quickly. It's because 
of this major shift in tone that Yuki Yuna is a 
Hero remains as watchable as it is. When the 
repercussions for fighting in certain "Mankai" 
forms hit, the narrative can become downright 
depressing - reaching into body horror territory. 
The juxtaposition of light and airy magical girl 
fare with gorgeous animation and endearing 
characters makes this unique series an interest- 
ing watch, no matter how you slice it. It's like a 
deliciously bitter candy bar with a sweet milk 
chocolate exterior that you're never quite ready 
for. But if that's something you're looking for in 
your next treat, remember Yuki Yuna is a Hero. 
And then be ready to watch it tear you apart in 
ways you weren t quite ready for. If you're tired of 
the paint-by-numbers magical series of yester- 
year and are ready for more of the same in the 
vein of Madoka - and wish that were the norm 
instead - Yuki Yuna should be an exciting watch. 
— Brittany Vincent 
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Drient 
Inner Strength 


If there's one thing 

that the first cour of 

the ORIENT anime 
taught us, it's that 
sometimes it's okay if 
your protagonist is just a 
big ol’ punching bag. 
That's kind of where we 
left Musashi last time 
around, and not much has changed in the new set 
of episodes. While ORIENT remains a steady mid- 
C in production values and overall execution, the 
narrative fueling it is finally getting a little more 
interesting, making it something worth keeping 


STUDIO/COMPANY 


RATING 
N/A 


around during the lighter anime seasons. 

The second cour of ORIENT takes us right into 
the Awaji Island arc, which finds Musashi, Kane- 
maki Kojiro and Hattori Tsugumi attempting to 
form a strong Bushi band of their own. As they 
quickly learn, though, there's a lot more to being 
a successful team than meets the eye, especially 
if they have any hope of helping the rest of the 
bands take down the greatest threat yet, the 
looming menace known as Yamata no Orochi, 
the Artillery Wyrm. 

The stakes are high immediately in this set of 
episodes, and even before we get to the meat of 
the battle there's plenty of in-fighting to keep 
Musashi and his small crew occupied. In addi- 
tion to the mighty Takeda Naotora and the 
Takeda Bushi, there are a bunch of Bushi the 
same age as Musashi, including Shimazu Aki- 
hiro, Amako Katsumi and the sheltered princess 


herself, Saruwatari 
Michiru. One or 
more of these char- 
acters have their 
own dark secrets to 
protect, and they 
quickly rocket to the 
surface as ORIENT 
begins to heat up after getting an episode or two 
of setup out of the way. 

Beyond getting our weekly dose of Musashi 
getting his ass handed to him—with the occa- 
sional bright spot on the horizon for our red- 
haired hero—the highlight of the return has 
without a doubt been the expanded roster of vil- 
lains. In addition to the return of the enigmatic 
and absurdly powerful Shiro Inukai (voiced by 
Hiro Shimono), it's been a treat to see just how 


nasty characters like Seiroku Inukawa (Tarusuke 
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Shingaki) and Yataro Inuda (Tomokazu Sugita] 
have the potential to be. There's also some 
interesting lore to dive into regarding the way 
Bushi bands work together, with some cool 
twists on powers that make banding together a 
very literal thing, but | don't know if ORIENT 
would work at all without the bad guys behind 
the scenes. 

Oni designs have also improved a bit, and the 
central terror is a far sight more appealing than 
the goofy monsters we were introduced to at the 
beginning of the story. | do think that Shinobu 
Ohtaka's source material could have been ele- 
vated with the right production studio behind it, 
but A.C.G.T. (Human Crossing, New Fist of the 
North Star OVA) doesn't exactly leave a strong 
impression. From the color palette to the anima- 
tion itself, this is almost as muted as a produc- 
tion can get. It certainly doesn't look awful, but 
even the most heavy-hitting moments have a 
sort of lackluster appeal to them. 

The most merciful thing about the second 
cour of ORIENT is that it started during a pretty 
dry anime season. Summer 2022 wasn't even a 
fraction as overflowing as 
Fall, making this the per- 
fect appetizer to get out of 
the way before all the over- 
loaded main courses 
arrive. From top to bottom, 
ORIENT remains a pretty 
rote shonen tale with a pro- 
tagonist that insists on 
trudging forward no matter 
how many obstacles stand 
in his way. Musashi's perseverance is admirable 
and, in many ways, it mirrors the audience's 
willingness to sit through mediocrity in hopes of 
uncovering the occasional shining gem tucked 
away within it all. ORIENT is the Diet Coke some 
folks insist on having with lunch. The flavor isn't 
necessarily there, and you don't always feel 
great when you're done, but it's an enjoyably 
harmless ritual nonetheless. Well, aside from a 
bit of unwelcome indigestion. 


— Joseph Luster 
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MANGAREVIEWS 


Look Back in Manga 
New Manga Reviews 


3 НЕ КЕРТ 

There аге few more iconic 7 S Í IT READY 

series from the 2000s than i 7 IN CASE... 

Inuyasha. H Kagome and her 2 : 
| half-demon beau didn't have 

AS | you in а chokehold during that 

BEL time, can you even say you 


were an anime fan? And if 


PUBUSHER you're familiar with the series, 
STORY. you know that half of the 
"zim ^ ^ allure was waiting for 
цагг чин Inuyasha and Кадоте to 
Rumiko Se" finally seal their relationship 
RATING А А А 
Teen With a kiss. Or anything 


romantic at all. It took some 
time, but the original series finally came to a 
close—and gave the shippers some of what they 
wanted. 

Fast forward to today, and we have a sequel, 
Yashahime: Princess Half-Demon. Yashahime 
started as an anime with character designs by 
Inuyasha creator Rumiko Takahashi; the manga, 
by Takashi Shiina, loosely adapts the anime. 

The first volume picks up the story at an unex- 
pected point. We learn that Inuyasha's half- 
brother Sesshomaru had a daughter, Towa—but 
she's living in the present day, with no idea 
where she came from and a feeling that she 
doesn't fit into this era. What's more, she's sad- 
dled with powers she can't entirely control and 
has to hide them to fit in. 

Then a demon attacks, as demons often do in 
the world of Inuyasha. Towa is sent back to feu- 
dal Japan, where she, her chilly twin sister Set- 
suna, and Inuyasha's high-spirited daughter 
Moroha meet up to form a trio straight out of the 
annals of fanfiction history, all to carry out a 
mission from the mystical Tree of Ages. Their 
goal? Find their parents, have their questions 


about the past answered, and repair a rift in time 18 7H/S. 


that's throwing things into chaos. 
If you're expecting another /nuyasha, you МУ HOME?’ : 
won't find it here. The tone is decidedly different. 
Towa isn't quite like her father, and is even а bit 
unlikable at first. In fact, | wasn't partial to any of 
the children of these classic characters at first 
blush, likely because they were more different 
than | was expecting. But the story spends time 
developing the connections between the time 
periods and opens the door to some intriguing 
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situations. Towa in high school, making the girls 
swoon with her androgynous beauty? That was- 
n't something Kagome ever did. 

Details like that make Yashahime a refreshing 
departure. There are still plenty of nostalgic 
demon-centric battles where we can watch Towa 
fight off demons, and when Setsuna and Moroha 
come into the picture, the action ramps up. As the 
story develops, we can see the traits the girls 
inherited from their parents as well as the quali- 
ties that make them unique. It's as if a talented fic 
writer was handed the reins to continue the story 
so many of us loved in our adolescence. 

This is an extremely strong beginning to a saga 
that will, like Naruto Shippuden and Boruto, feel 
simultaneously new and familiar to readers who 
know the source material. It’s geared toward 
those who have already experienced the original 
Inuyasha saga, so if you're a newcomer to this 
universe you're likely to be confused. But if you 
stuck around through it all before, there's plenty 
to love—especially how much of a heartthrob 
Towa is. (Brittany Vincent) 


This Оптуой 
is Bad News 
Harutaka Mikadomori is the 
heir to a family of powerful 
onmyoji, or yin-yang magi- 
cians. Along with his amazing 
powers of exorcism and 
purification, he's also a mag- 
net for evils of all kinds. Enter 
Mutsuki Mikadomori [very 
distant relative from another 
branch of the family, don't 
RATING worry about it], who acts as 
_ '* . Harutaka’s bodyguard and 
teacher. Harutaka can't seem 
to get a read on Mutsuki's personality. He 
switches between serious and flirtatious, and 
Haru is confused by and attracted to both sides. 
Their relationship amps up after a series of mis- 
adventures, including a demon from Mutsuki's 
past who puts Harutaka in danger. 

While there isn't much of a running plot to the 
episodic adventures, the relationship between 
Harutaka and Mutsuki feels like it could develop 
into something interesting, and it's frustrating 
that it doesn't. The resolution, as the characters 
reach a new understanding of each other, is sat- 
isfying enough, but there isn't much of a conclu- 
sion. It's a shame we don't see more of their 
story, or more of intriguing supporting charac- 
ters like the demon Kaura. 

The art is rather blocky and the characters 
look a lot alike. In fact, the volume includes a 
short story with unrelated characters who are 
nearly indistinguishable from Harutaka and Mut- 
suki. While there are some nice backgrounds 
and solid blacks that lead the eye, the charac- 
ters suffer from same-face syndrome. The inks 
are very clean—perhaps too clean. A more 


PUBLISHER 
Kobunsha BL 


STORY AND ART 
Hiroshi Asagi and 
Touka Nimimaki 
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organic polish could have made the characters 
look more human and dynamic. 

Still, the protagonists are enjoyable, and Mut- 
suki benefits from a chapter detailing his back- 
story which adds sympathy to his character. 
Despite the book's shortcomings, the creators 
have a good sense of pacing and character. The 
story of the Harutaka and Mutsuki may not be a 
new one, but the writing is charming and the 
romance is cute and worth a read. (Che Gilson] 


Bleach 20fh Anniversary Edition 

With a new 20th anniversary edition out from Viz, 
it's worth revisiting Bleach, one of the seminal 
shonen manga of the 2000s (though, at 74 vol- 
umes, it lasted well into the mid-2010s). Street- 
wise teenager Ichigo "Strawberry" Kurosaki has 


This Onmyoji Is Bad News: ©Hiroshi 
Asagi, Touka Namimaki 2022 


the power to see ghosts, 
which complicates his 
lifestyle of loitering with his 
gang, palling around with his 
stereotypical childhood 
friend/love interest Orihime, 
and bickering with his spunky 
sisters. Things get much 
hairier when he meets Rukia, 


PUBLISHER a Soul Reaper whose job is to 
Viz Media : : : "i 
dispatch lingering spirits to 
STORY AND ART Я 4 
Tite Kubo the Soul Society. She intro- 
RATING duces him to the existence of 


Teen 


Hollows, souls twisted by 
regret and loneliness into vengeful monsters. 
During a battle, Ichigo accidentally absorbs 
Rukia's powers and takes up the Reaper mantle 
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himself, with Rukia becoming his trainer. 

As of Volume 1, that's all there is to the story, 
and it's more than enough of a hook for a 
Shonen Jump hit: episodic action/horror plots, 
speedline-heavy fights against freaky-looking 
monsters, and slapstick hijinks between the 
heroes. Over the course of its long run, Bleach 
becomes more convoluted, with Tite Kubo for- 
ever adding supernatural abilities, Soul Society 
politics, and terminology that fans have to read 
every volume and watch every episode of the 
anime to memorize. But the early chapters are 
fast-paced fun. Later, most of Ichigo's friends 
and family will manifest powers and join the bat- 
tle, and the manga's early emphasis on the 
"friends" leg of the Shonen Jump friendship- 
effort-victory triune foreshadows how important 


‚ the supporting cast will become down the line. 


Kubo's art is rough but dynamic. He doesn't 
have the visual worldbuilding chops of some of 
his 2000s-era Shonen Jump colleagues, like 
Eiichiro Oda or Yoshihiro Togashi (the latter of 
whom has a similarly sketchy line, but always 
gives the reader weird, cool stuff to look а, but 
he draws with enthusiasm. Ichigo and his 
friends live in the kind of shonen-manga world 
where everyone is constantly yelling and attack- 
ing each other, so the characters careen around 
the page even when they're just going to school 
or jostling for breakfast. Bleach characters, 
male and female alike, tend to have long, lanky 
physiques, rubber skeletons, and bottomless 
appetites for fighting. 

The 20th anniversary edition doesn't add 
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much, just a new cover based on art from the 
manga's magazine series launch. But it's hard to 
improve on the original amusingly slangy Viz 
localization. (Other characters on Ichigo: "He's 
got tweaked-out hair, he's rude, immature, 
short-tempered..." "That's one bloodthirsty 
berry head.”] If you've already traveled with the 
Soul Reapers, you can safely pass on the new 
edition. But if you haven't, this is a great chance 
to dive in. (Shaenon К. Garrity] 


Stalemate 

It’s been a while since a book 
like this has come up for 
review, so here’s the content 
warning: incest manga 
ahead! While the main five- 
chapter arc in this book is a 
story of (very, very appropri- 
ately) forbidden love, the 


Kobunsha BL additional short stories aren't 
STORY AND ART all about keeping it in the 
к family. But let's begin at the 


18+ beginning. 

As a child, Shinichi discov- 
ers his uncle's chess set, and after learning to 
play he goes over to his uncle's house for a 
game almost every day. When Uncle Chiharu 
tells Shinichi he should be hanging out with kids 
his own age, Shinichi is devastated because he's 
fallen in love with his uncle (yikes). What's more, 
it turns out Chiharu returns Shinichi's affections 
(double yikes). Over the next four chapters, they 
grow closer as Shinichi prepares to graduate 
from high school. Yes, as if the premise couldn't 
get worse, Shinichi is still underage when the 
relationship gets underway. Things get sleazier 
when Shinichi is nearly seduced [i.e., assaulted] 
by another horny older man, but Chiharu saves 
him (mostly for himself]. All's well that ends 
well, at least by the creepy standards of an 
incest-themed BL. 

At least the remaining short stories are 
refreshing, breezy entertainment. In “Holding 
Hands Together,” a young man returns to the 
town where he spent time as a child. He's 
reunited with his boyhood crush, but said crush 
turns out not to be the person he remembered. 
In “How to Get Along With a Cat,” Nakano wishes 
he were a cat and is granted cat ears and а tail. 
Turns out the school bully is a cat person and 
takes full advantage of having a catboy to help 


| him befriend the local strays. A short series of 


autobiographical comics rounds out the volume. 
In each one, Aoyama anthropomorphizes every- 


. day objects as hot young men with dynamic rela- 


tionships. 

Despite her questionable story choices, 
Aoyama has undeniable art skill. The style is 
pure shoujo manga, so don't expect more than 
the bare minimum of backgrounds, but the bal- 
ance of positive and negative space is well- 
crafted and the panels have a lovely flow. The 


GOOD 
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SWALLOWED 
IT, RIGHT? 


Professor Strangelove: @Tomoei Sasahara 2022 

character designs are nice, if a little lacking in 
personality. Some of the best art is in the autobi- 
ographical section. It's just unfortunate that the 
incest story occupies over half the volume. If 
that's what you're looking for, though, you know 
where to find it. (Che Gilson) 


Professor Strangelove 
What does a college student without enough 
credits to graduate do? He takes extra credit 
wherever he can get it, of course. When Hayama 
is assigned to assist the eccentric Professor Shi- 
ina with an experiment, he's understandably 
hesitant. After all, he knows nothing about the 
professor's work. One of his own professors 
sweetens the deal: help Shiina out, and he won't 
have to repeat a year. Simple enough, right? 

It's an intriguing setup for a BL manga, or at 


least it would be if the story 
weren't intent on speeding 
through the plot points at a 
breakneck pace. We ve barely 
established a narrative before 
Professor Shiina plants a kiss 
on Hayama without even 
checking to make sure he's 
Shiina's assistant. Not only 


og 


Profes WA 
trangetou 


A 
Gë 


ГИЕГӘНЕН that, but һе does it to pass ап 
STORY AND ART experimental drug to the col- 
Tomoe Sasahara lege student. Weird? 

машгала, Absolutely. Assault? Yes. It 


seems Shiina has developed a 
drug to make people fall in love. But instead of 
affecting the subject's emotions, it turns him into 
a klutz who creates clumsy situations with the 
kind of pratfalls and awkward run-ins that, in a 


romance manga, inevitably turn into love. Yeah. 

Now that Hayama has taken the pill, it should 
be obvious where things will go from here. 
Except they don't. Professor Strangelove contin- 
ues to devolve into idiocy with each turn of the 
page. Not only is it revealed that Shiina set up 
the "experiment" because he has a crush on 
Hayama, but Hayama still has to repeat a year 
anyway. All of this happens in the first chapter, 
along with coercion, stalking, and a veritable 
gallery of red flags. 

After this convoluted setup, the story consists 
entirely of Shiina yearning for Hayama in the most 
unhealthy ways possible. Hayama has no interest 
in Shiina's advances, but the professor continues 
to force himself on the student anyway, up to and 
including pushing for the pair to live together 
after Hayama has to drop out of college. None of 
this is sexy or romantic. Mostly, it's annoying. It's 
harassment under the guise of love, a battle of 
attrition that wears Hayama down. 

It's hard to recommend Professor Strangelove 
even to the most hardcore BL fans. The artwork 
is attractive, and the leads look great, but the 
premise and execution are some of the worst the 
genre has seen in some time. Not only does the 
story feel as though it's skipping crucial infor- 
mation as it hurries from scene to scene, but it's 
filled with lies, stalking, and other elements 
which, while they can be guilty pleasures in 
romance fiction, come off as coercive and 
strange here. 

Bottom line: If you're looking for weird, suffo- 
cating BL with unhealthily obsessed seme char- 
acters, there are far better options than this one. 
(Brittany Vincent] 


Black Paradox 

It's hardly a Junji Ito manga 
without an obsessive visual 
fixation on some banal-seem- 
ing shape: spirals, hair, fish. 
Black Paradox has balls. The 
one-volume horror manga 
opens with a group of 
strangers on an afternoon 


ГҮИЕНӘНЕН road trip to commit suicide 

iz Media 

STORY AND ART together. The four met on 
нэ "the suicide site Black Рага- 
RATING 


Чох” and have different 
bizarre reasons for wanting to 
die: Taburo is being pursued by his evil-looking 
doppelganger, Baracchi feels that her mirror 
image is mocking her for the abscess that 
deforms half her face, Pii-tan is depressed that 
his robot duplicate outdoes him, and Maruso, a 
typical haunted-eyed Ito heroine, has a powerful 
premonition that bad things are about to hap- 
pen. Five pages in, it doesn't take psychic pow- 
ers to figure that much out. 

In the early chapters, there's dark humor in 
the quartet's thwarted efforts to commit suicide 
together, which are interrupted by supernatural 
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happenings 50 strange they have to stop and 
investigate. Things go from “kind of weird” to 
"Junji Ко weird" when one member finally has а 
near-death experience, returns with visions of "а 
dazzling world," and starts to vomit up shining 
spheres. The gang makes plans to sell the 
spheres as a new type of gemstone, even though 
they suspect the objects have otherworldly 
energy— may even be human souls. (“Sacrifices 
are inevitable in new ventures," shrugs Barac- 
chi.) Maruso, whose anxiety increases with each 
sinister new development, quits the team, but 
her escape into the arms of the reassuring Dr. 
Suga only leads to deeper and wilder horror. 

This isn't one of Ito's more disciplined plots: 
the story switches directions several times as he 
decides what it's going to be about, and charac- 
ters come and go as he remembers to check in 
on them. But he works in some effectively icky 
moments of body horror, with piles of spheres 
popping out of human bodies like oversized 
globs of fish eggs and, later, mad scientific 
experiments that create organic portals into a 
Lovecraftian realm. Black Paradox may be sec- 
ond-tier Junji Ito, but even lesser Ito offers 
plenty of shivery pleasure. At the very least, it's 
impossible to guess what's going to happen next. 
(Shaenon К. Garrity) 


The (Pel) Detective 
Agency 

Rou Nakamura and Fumi 
Sako run a detective agency 


that's supposed to specialize PUBLISHER 


in people. However, Rou's 
"animal magnetism" means 
he can find any lost pet 
almost instantly. While Fumi 
handles the human side of the biz, Rou is a pet 
rescuer extraordinaire. Rou has a big crush on 
his employer/partner and Fumi definitely has a 
case of the feels but worries about their age dif- 
ference; Rou is just barely twenty, after all. But 
between finding cheating husbands and bring- 
ing home strays, Rou has plenty of time to flirt 
with Fumi. 

The [Pet] Detective Agency combines slice-of- 
life antics with humor and a sprinkle of drama. 
There's a lot of romantic will-they-won t-they, 
but that's not a bad thing. Both Rou and Fumi 
are likable and have an opposites-attract vibe 
that gives the sexual tension some oomph. 
Despite their differences, they still have enough 
in common that readers will be rooting for them 
to get together from panel one. The (Pet) Detec- 
tive Agencyis self-contained in a single volume, 
so there's no need to wait for another volume to 
find out if Rou and Fumi get it on. 


STORY AND ART 
Noji 


RATING 
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Noji's art is fluid and sketchy, with inks remi- 
niscent of calligraphic brush strokes. The open 
lines are fleshed out with screentones which 
help add depth. Even the props and backgrounds 
have a welcoming organic, hand-drawn look to 
them. Rou and Fumi receive the most artistic 
attention, but noji has a delicate touch with the 
side characters and makes them all interesting 
in their own right. The characters are fleshed- 
out well and flashbacks help fill in Rou's 
unhappy past while adding dimension to the 
central relationship. The pacing is great, and the 
mysteries have entertaining twists which usually 
pan out to a happy ending. 

It's lovely to read a one-volume BL manga 
with an interesting premise and lots of fun plot 
twists. The cases are entertaining and often get 
solved in unconventional ways, which makes it 
compulsive reading for more than just the 
romance. (Che Gilson] 


Afra Samurai 

| had, of course, heard of Afro 
Samurai before | picked up 
the manga adaptation from 
Titan. Even when you don't 
watch a lot of anime, you hear 
about the anime voiced by 
Samuel L. Jackson. But when 
| was assigned the manga, | 


PUBLISHER didn't know what to expect 
Titan Manga b d š ith 
STORY AND ART | eyond a samurai with an 
Takashi Okazaki Afro, To spoil this review com- 
RATING 


i pletely, it's a violent revenge 
story set in one of those post- 
apocalyptic futures that are low-tech until they 
need to be high-tech. It's totally brain-dead and | 
love it! 

Afro Samurai does have a bit of a reason for 
being set in the future rather than the past, the 
reason being that Takahasi Okazaki (ог maybe 
the translator) really wants everybody to talk like 
late 1990s hip-hop artists. The dialogue provides 
a fun flourish and readers more versed in hip- 
hop may enjoy it even more than | did. Fun as the 
speech patterns are, they're just window dress- 
ing to Afro Samuraïs real strengths: great fights 
and a strong sense of page layout. My copy of 
Afro Samurai is digital, as review copies often 
are. In lesser manga with this much fighting, the 
action often gets muddy when you have you to 
scroll from page to page. That's never the case 
with Afro Samurai; the fights are well laid out 
and not obscured by sound effects. As basic as 
that sounds, it's often forgotten that if your 
entire manga is about fighting, you need to know 
how to draw a fight. Okazaki not only knows that, 
but also how to draw distinct faces! That's a tal- 
ent that's way rarer than it should be in a visual 
medium. 

The fight scenes are also aided by splashes of 
red blood on otherwise black-and-white pages. | 
know "single color contrasting against black and 


RPG-Oh | Tabletop Gaming from Japan 


Konosuba: God's Blessing on this Wonderful World TRPG 


The most interesting thing about the tabletop RPG adaptation of Konosuba, Natsume Akat- 
suki's hit isekai light novel series and spinoff generator, is the “actual play" report that takes 
up the first 80 pages of the book. Long before shows like Critical Role, Japanese game design- 
ers were including transcripts of games to show people how to play them, and reading a 
description of original series creator Natsume Akatsuki himself playing the game, along with 
other light novelists like Teppei Nagatsuki (Re:Zero), is a fun introduction to 
Konosuba's comedy-fantasy feel. 

Alas, the problem with tabletop RPGs based on comedies is that it's hard 
to make gamers act as funny as professional authors. Since you can't gam- 
ify the rules of comedy (well, some RPGs try, but Konosuba doesn't), the 
result is a simple dungeon-crawling game using only six-sided dice, with 
206+ bonuses for most challenges. You can't play the original Konosuba 
characters (reincarnated teenager Kazuma, clumsy goddess Aqua, 14-year- 
old wizard Megumin, and masochistic knight Darkness], so instead you cre- 
ate new adventurers in the same style. 

Characters have seven ability scores, some of them awkwardly named: 
"Dexterity" and "Agility" are different categories, as are "Mind" and "Intelli- 


PUBLISHER 
Yen Press 
ORIGINAL STORY 


Natsume Akatsuki 


ART gence." The three racial choices are a reincarnated person from the real 


Kurone Mishima 


world, a Crimson Magic Clan member (the obvious choice for any magic- 
GAME ADAPTATION 
FEAR 


using character), or а catchall native iseka/ inhabitant. Twelve starter 
Tias EMT classes initially seem like a lot of options, until you realize that only four of 
them— Warrior, Wizard, Priest, and Thief—are fully fleshed out. “Adven- 
turer" is a grab-bag that lets you mix and match skills from the other 
classes, and the remaining seven classes (including Archer, Elemental Master, and Rune 
Knight) are so thinly described they don't even have illustrations. 

The random list of character backgrounds is funny (was your reincarnated character hit by a 
truck, or struck by lightning?) and the skills include elemental magic and a few amusing 
options like Fishing, Hunting, and "Gifted Meat Skill" (during each game, you acquire three 
pieces of meat from friendly shopkeepers). Characters also have the option of starting with a 
"cheat," such as the ability to come back from the dead, being a goddess in disguise, or having 
a scary face that makes enemies fumble in fear once per game. 

Unfortunately, these kinds of fun random tables and meta in-jokes are all too rare, and most 
of the game's rules and character options are devoted to combat. Adventurers accept semi- 
serious quests from the Adventurer's Guild and fight monsters such as orcs, goblins and the 
dreaded killer cabbage. As you level up from 1 to 10, you gain skills and buy more powerful 
equipment, most of which can only be used when you've reached a sufficiently high level, 
and...that's it. Almost no space is dedicated to out-of-combat activities, roleplaying, gamemas- 
tering, adventure ideas or the implied endgame of fighting the Demon King when your level is 
high enough. 

Worldbuilding is absent, too. Some TTRPG books are fun to read as gazetteers even for peo- 
ple who don't play the games, but the Konosuba RPG somehow manages to explain less about 
the Konosuba world than you can learn from reading the books or watching the show, offering 
only a short description of one city plus 27 monsters, 10 pages of equipment, seven traps, and 
weirdly, seven “objects” (including “door,” "wall", “ceiling” and “general object”). 

The often clunky rules text and near-total lack of artwork further weaken the book, making 
it a disappointment with little for either Konosuba fans or roleplayers. 

—Jason Bradley Thompson 


white” is not a new trick. Frank Miller used it in 
Sin City, and there have been Wolverine and Bat- 
man stories that did it, but since Batman and 
Wolverine are usually in color anyway, red blood 
is not too shocking. If you're reading a manga 
like Afro Samurai, it’s more than likely not your 
first manga. Your brain says that manga is black 
and white and people in manga bleed something 
akin to ink. When | saw the color, | said out loud, 


“Holy crap, that’s some blood.” When you talk to 
your comic, you know it’s working. 

There will of course be readers, even some 
who like “mature manga,” who will not like Afro 
Samurai like | did. There's only one panel of 
nudity (and | had to look pretty carefully to know 
it was nudity). There’s very little comedy beyond 
the samurai talking like rappers, and there's no 
romance. Some readers will be turned off by 


those missing elements. Me? | was hoping Afro 
Samurai would be about a guy with a sword cut- 
ting bad guys into flank steak and that is, rather 
blessedly, just what | got. 

As stylized as Afro Samari is, it's also at heart 
a throwback to the kind of manga | used to love. 
Recommended. (Robert McCarthy] 


Cowboy Bebop: 
Supernova Swing 

There are some things you just 
don't remake. You don't make 
Casablanca into a series on 
The CW. You don't make Citi- 
zen Kane into a stage play for 
teens. And you don't turn Cow- 
boy Bebop into a live-action 
drama. Netflix already made 


PUBLISHER 


Titan Comics 


STORY this unfortunate mistake, but 


Dan Watters 


STORY AND ART 
Lamar Mathurin 


gave up before it could do 
additional damage to the leg- 
RATING endary anime's honor. Casting 
^ missteps, awful character 
designs, and baffling narrative decisions made 
the series a non-starter and ultimately con- 
tributed to its quick (and merciful) cancellation. 

When it comes to the comic adaptation of the 
live-action version of Cowboy Bebop, the bar has 
already been set abysmally low. How can the 
comic succeed where the TV series couldn't? 
Easy: it has a much better writer. While this 
vision of the Cowboy Bebop universe is stuck 
with the live-action versions of the characters, 
sans Ed, it manages to reproduce the elements 
that made the anime a hit. This tie-in is by far as 
better attempt at a Western version of the Bebop 
crew's exploits. 

Writer Dan Watters translates the core con- 
cepts from Bebop and transcends the misguided 
ideas in the Netflix series to create something 
more than worth reading. This all-new story, set 
in the year 2171, finds Spike Spiegel, Faye Valen- 
tine, and Jet Black working together to run down 
an ex-gang member with a special vest that 
gives its wearer unlimited luck. The story beats 
aren't anything to write home about on their 
own, but each member of the crew gets some- 
thing unique to do that fits their personalities. 

The dialogue is solid, too. Spike is grim when 
it counts, but cocky and full of swagger depend- 
ing on the situation. Jet is the rock of the group, 
as usual, but not without his own frustrations 
and personal issues. Faye is much more like the 
bombshell she was in the anime, with no obnox- 
ious behavior or strings of quirky curse words to 
replace her original brand of charm. The entire 
story is more lighthearted and accessible, even 
to newcomers who aren't familiar with any pre- 
vious version of Cowboy Bebop. 

Unfortunately, while Watters' writing is up to 
the task of crafting a sparkling new Bebop 
adventure, Lamar Mathurin's illustrations aren't 
quite there. While Mathurin's style works well 
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for his webcomic and other projects, it lends ап 
unfinished feeling to this comic. For the most 
part, the art doesn't even try to make the char- 
acters resemble their live-action counterparts. 
That's a blessing in some ways, since readers 
get to enjoy the original costumes from the 
anime, but if this is supposed to be a tie-in, per- 
haps the cast should look more like themselves. 
But that's a small nitpick when it comes to the 
overall quality of this adaptation. It could have 


been just as confoundingly bland as the series. 
Instead, the creative team took what they were 
given and absolutely ran with it. It's a shame that 
a writer like Watters couldn't have been tapped 
for the show. With his understanding of what 
makes Bebop tick, the series might still be alive 
and well, inviting fans new and old to come into 
its cosmic world. At the very least, maybe Faye 
wouldn't have been as stereotypically girlbossy. 
(Brittany Vincent] 


One fateful day, average student Usato forgets his 
umbrella. He receives the offer of a loaner from 
Kazuki Ryusen, the student council vice presi- 
dent. As they walk home, they're joined by stu- 
dent council president Suzune Inukami. The three 
of them aren't very close, but their rainy-day walk 
home takes a turn for the fantastical as the trio is 
summoned to another world. The Kingdom of 
Llinger is under siege and, as a last resort, has 
summoned Kazuki and Suzune, prophesied 
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heroes who can save them from the 
Demon Lord. Sadly, Usato was dragged 
along by accident. 

Still, it's not a total loss: Usato turns 
out to have a singular talent for healing 
magic. This seems like a net positive, 
but, as healing mages can't use other 
forms of magic, they aren't held in as 
high regard as other spellcasters. When É 
Rose, captain of the Kingdom Rescue 
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228 


IS THIS A 
BATTLEFIELD? 


Team and scourge of the royal 
knights, gets wind of the exis- 
tence of a high-level healer, 
she immediately comman- 
deers Usato for her team. Her 
brutal training puts Usato 
through hell, breaking his 
body. But as he's forced to 
constantly heal himself, he 
builds muscle and stamina 
for the trials ahead. 

The Wrong Way to Use 
Healing Magic has a great 
combination of action, 
intrigue, and fantasy. The art is 
stylish and well-produced, 
with smooth inks compli- 
mented by screentone shading and solid blacks. 
Each character looks unique, probably thanks to 
the character designs ported over from the origi- 
nal light novel. Rose, in particular, is a great- 
looking character, and it's nice to see a female 
warrior dressed in something more practical than 


PUBLISHER 
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MANGA 
Kugayama Reki 


ORIGINAL STORY 
Kurokata 


CHARACTER DESIGN 
KeG 


RATING 
Unrated/Teen 
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a chainmail bikini. Some of the action sequences 
could use a few more panels for clarity, but on the 
whole the pages are highly readable. 

While Usato dominates the plot, his two 
schoolmates receive woefully little attention. 
Poor, bland Kazuki gets the least development, 
but the character who demands more focus is 
Suzune. On the surface she’s a cool, collected 
popular girl, but on the inside she’s a massive 
nerd who couldn't be happier to be living in a 
fantasy world. She's excited from the get-go and 
can't wait to star in her own D&D campaign. For 
fans of the light novel series or newcomers who 
prefer their fantasy in manga form, The Wrong 
Way to Use Healing Magic is an enchanting addi- 
tion to a bookshelf. (Che Gilson) 


They say if you want to do a 

story right, you have to take 
from the very top, and that's 
exactly what Transformers: 


PUBLISHER 


Viz Media 

STORY AND ART War for Cybertron Trilogy 
Mike AE sets out to do. It tells the 
RATING 


story of the final days of the 
war that plagued the techno- 
logical home planet of the Autobots and the 
Decepticons. We saw snippets of this at the start 
of the film Bumblebee, but never has this partic- 
ular chapter in the iconic series been told in ani- 
mated form until now. It's a story told over three 
movies— Siege, Earthrise, and Kingdom—the 
last leading directly into the 25th anniversary of 
the iconic Beast Wars spinoff. 

This companion art book gives you an incredi- 
ble look behind the scenes at the conception, 
development, character design, and finishing 
touches of this exhilarating trilogy, providing a 
generous selection of art emphasizing the 
painstaking detail that went into crafting the 
technological world of Cybertron, the colorful 
realms of space, and the harsh wilderness of 
prehistoric Earth. Among the hundreds of pieces 
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Wolf and Red BL Hood: ©Kotaro Kobayashi, Ume Yamada 2022 


of artwork are conceptual designs, simple 
sketches, frames from key moments in the 
series, marketing art, and fleshed-out character 
designs. Deserving of particular praise is the 
section dedicated to the last installment, King- 
dom, and the return of the Beast Wars charac- 
ters. Having grown up with the Beast Wars toys, 
just seeing the Maximals and the Predacons in 
the spotlight again after so long is touching. 

The book also includes special interviews with 
the creators, producers, artists, and voice 
actors, providing insight into key moments and 
characters. It’s clear that the people involved in 
this trilogy had a blast developing Transformers 
lore into a new project. Again, the introduction of 
the Maximals and the Predacons is a highlight 
here. Reading about the process of bringing 
these characters to life and have them interact 
with the original G1 characters feels like watch- 
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ing a group of kids open a toybox full of classic 
toys. АЦ in all, this book is an excellent compan- 
ion for any Transformers fan, especially those 
with plenty of Beast Wars nostalgia. (Michael 
Goldstein] 


Wolf and Little BL 
Red Hood 
Fractured fairy tales get a 
yaoi twist in Wolf and Little 
BL Red Hood. The book hits 
(smacks, ties up, and boinks) 
all the classics for your yaoi 
viewing pleasure. Most of the 
stories are Western fairy tales 
retold with lusty seme and 
protesting uke (prepare for a 
Ume Yamada lot of dubious consent), but 
RATING 
18+ the book touches on some 


PUBLISHER 
Kobunsha BL 


STORY AND ART 
Kotaru Kobayashi and 


Japanese tales as well, such as one about a 
naughty tanuki and the rabbit who punishes him. 
It's fun to see a volume of shorts linked by a 

theme, which is more unusual in manga than 
one would guess. One of the more boundary- 
pushing stories involves Hansel and Gretel as 
brothers. Gretel, who pretends to be innocent, 
has his sights set on Hansel, who is too dumb to 
figure out what Gretel is doing and is equally 
baffled when the (male) witch in the gingerbread 
house ties him up. Another standout is a bizarre 
and hilarious take on Hans Christian Andersen's 
"The Snow Queen,” featuring a trash-talking, 
dirty-minded Gerda looking for naive, innocent 
Kai who has been kidnapped by the Snow Queen. 

The saucy (nipple) tweaks given to the classics 
are amusing, but overall the book is a little lack- 
luster. Perhaps it's the heavy self-censoring on 
the art or the creators’ obsession with nipple 
play, but the book doesn't come off as BDSM 
enough to be satisfyingly naughty or funny 
enough to be laugh-out-loud hilarious. The 
imbalance of the two elements weakens both 
just enough to water down the entire production. 

Despite the mediocre sex scenes, which are at 
least plentiful, the art is very good. The charac- 
ters appearances vary nicely, and they have a 
more mature, handsome look than the typical 
boyish BL protagonists. The backgrounds are full 
of sparkly screentones that add whimsy to the 
fantastical elements and smexy sex. The back- 
grounds may not be too detailed, but this isn't a 
book where scene-setting is super important, and 
the panels pack a lot of action into a small space. 
The stories are well-paced, with the exception of 
"The Kachi-Kachi Mountain Bunny's Punish- 
ment," which drags on for a long time with little 
payoff until the very end. 

Some BL fans will find this collection unsatis- 
fying, but if you're a fan of funny fantasy and light 
BDSM with an emphasis on “light,” this is 100 
percent your book. (Che Gilson) 


Crazy Food Truck 

Crazy Food Truck is exactly 
the sort of thing | wish was 
the staple of my Japanese 
comics diet, which is to say 
it's pure junk food and has no 
aspirations toward being any- 
thing else. It's a post-apoca- 
lyptic super-powered assas- 


НВ sin cooking manga with lots 
STORY AND ART of shooting, giant monsters, 
Rokurou Ogaki : : 
explosions, martial arts, 
RATING 


delectable shots of sand- 
wiches, and wanton nudity 
from a gorgeous busty dark-skinned babe. In 
other words, it's got everything | truly want. 
Gordon Goliath—perfect middle-aged dad 
name—drives across the desert wasteland in his 
food truck, making delicious meals out of exotic 
ingredients and consistently failing to get cus- 


Mature 
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tomers. Then he finds a body bag in the middle 
of the road containing an alive yet fully naked 
young woman: wide-eyed innocent Arisa, who's 
got a colossal appetite, a penchant for not 
remaining clothed for very long, and military 
forces on her tail because she happens to be a 
deadly genetically engineered super-soldier. As 
it turns out, Gordon is a former general on the 
run from the military himself, so his food truck 
is laden with hidden firepower! As I've learned 
from movies starring Richard Harrison wearing 
a colorful ninja outfit with NINJA written on the 
headband, “Gordon” is also the ideal name for 


an old master warrior. Crazy indeed. 
Praise be to “rock and roll” author 
Rokuro Ogaki for somehow managing 
to combine the delicious fantasy food 
adventures of Toriko (ог Monster 
Hunter, if you prefer) with Black 
Lagoon-esque gunfights and Mad Max 
vehicle mayhem. Crazy Food Truck is a 
short series—three volumes total—so 
it's guaranteed to leave you hungry (and 
um, thirsty). There are little bonus 
recipes at the back of each volume for 
some of the meals, though, unlike the 
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Food Wars! recipes, they aren't necessarily 
adapted to involve reasonably attainable/real-life 
ingredients. Recommended. (Daryl Surat) 


If you ever read One Punch 
Man and thought it would be 
immeasurably improved if the 
main character was a 
chicken, you will be delighted 
to know that Rooster Fighter 
fills this highly specific gap in 
your manga library. Created 
by Shu Sakuratani and pub- 
lished by Viz, Rooster Fighter 
is a seinen action title featur- 
ing arguably the toughest 
farm animal ever illustrated 
in manga. Standing resolute against a backdrop 
of wanton destruction, this feathered protector 
might be the only hope for our world to survive 
an onslaught of giant monsters. 

For Keiji the rooster, the invasion is a per- 
sonal matter. His quest for vengeance takes him 
all over Japan as he gathers clues pointing 
towards the creature that killed his sister. Along 
the way, he encounters humans and animals 
who have also suffered at the hands of the 
grotesque "demons" that plague the world. 
Although Keiji is a wandering loner, his hard- 


PUBLISHER 
Viz Media 


STORY AND ART 


Shu Sakuratani 


RATING 


Teen « 


ened personality hides а deep sense of justice 
and compassion for the weak. Keiji isn't perfect, 
and he's prone to sleeping around with hens and 
pooping in the streets, but his heart is open to 
assisting anyone in need. 

Rooster Fighter blends a range of tropes from 
gangster films and battle manga into a ridiculous 
parody where the fate of the world hinges on a 
single chicken. The manga works through varia- 
tions on its one gag while teasing a more elabo- 
rate backstory to the sudden rise of the oddly 
human-like monsters, all of whom seem tor- 
mented by the failures and shortcomings of their 
hosts. For now, each chapter tells its own self- 
contained story and typically climaxes with a con- 
frontation between Keiji and a monster that's 
appeared out of nowhere to terrorize the local 
populace. After saving the day, the rooster moves 
on, perhaps having grown a little with every life 
that he changes in the places he leaves behind. 

For seasoned manga readers, Rooster Fighter 
won't blow anyone's mind, but it's a fun read that 
is best appreciated as a palate cleanser after 
binging on a pile of heavy, serious manga. The 
bird puns are kept to a minimum, thankfully, 
with the script dropping them in only at the pre- 
cise time they're needed. The artwork through- 
out is solid; the manga artist comes very close to 
convincing me that roosters can have rippling 
muscles and furled brows. There's not a lot to 
chew on once the novelty of the premise wears 
off, so hopefully Rooster Fighter finds a com- 
pelling storyline beyond its current monster-of- 
the-week format to keep readers hooked past 
the first volume. (David Estrella] 


OA Рас Look Back 
[44 K When Tatsuki Fujimoto con- 


r cluded Chainsaw Man in 


2020—or, rather, "Part 1” now 
that the series has resumed— 
he diverted his energies 
toward one-shot manga that 
had nothing to do with fighting 
whatsoever. The first and per- 
haps most exceptional—all 
were stellar—was Look Back, 
a heart-wrenching coming-of- 
age masterpiece. 

Fujino is an aspiring manga 
artist in fourth grade, making crudely-drawn 
gag comics for the student paper. That's how she 
indirectly encounters a reclusive shut-in class- 
mate, Kyomoto, whose background artwork is 
substantially more advanced. Unable to accept 
the obvious skill gap, Fujino commits to learning 
to draw...for years and years, at the exclusion of 
other pursuits. Yet the gap never closes; dis- 
mayed, Fujino quits drawing. Then, at middle 
school graduation, Fujino and Kyomoto finally 
meet ... and it turns out Kyomoto has been 
Fujino's greatest fan all along! 

A dynamic teenage girl manga duo is born, 


PUBLISHER 
Viz Media 


STORY AND ART 
Tatsuki Fujimoto 


RATING 
Teen + 


and as "Kyo Fujino" gains recognition over the 
years with a variety of one-shots, the incredibly 
shy Kyomoto begins to gradually open herself to 
going outside and speaking more. But then 
Kyomoto opts to quit manga and go off to art col- 
lege while Fujino launches her solo manga 
Shark Kick (clearly reminiscent of Fujimoto's 
own series Fire Punch and Chainsaw Man). 
When tragedy strikes, our heroine can't help but, 
well, look back at their lost friendship and part- 
nership. As in real life, there's no catharsis, just 
wondering if things could have gone differently 
somewhere before finally learning to move on. 
Read enough Fujimoto manga and you notice 
that trend throughout his work. 

With Chainsaw Man resuming and its hotly- 
anticipated anime adaptation imminent, Fuji- 
moto is poised to be one 
of the biggest names in 
action manga. Look 
Back offers a look at his 
other side. It feels real 
and emotionally raw in a 
way reminiscent of Inio 
Asano's work, giving the 
impression that the 
author is making a per- 
sonal confession obfus- 
cated within layers of 
fiction. Recommended. 
(Daryl Surat) 


Thus Spoke 
Rohan Kishibe | 
Jojo's Bizarre Adventure: | 
Diamond 15 Unbreakable 
may have originally con- 
cluded in 1995, but the 
hardcover English-lan- 
guage editions from Viz 
just finished up last year, 
so it's only fitting that we 
get dessert after the main 
course. Thus Spoke Rohan 
Kishibe is a collection of 
four short one-shot sto- 
ries from Hirohiko Araki, 
each featuring his thinly- 
disguised self-insertion 
character, Rohan Kishibe 
(Araki denies he's a self- 
insert, but he also denies 
being an immortal vam- 
pire and we know that's 
not true]. Rohan is a 
superpowered manga 
artist whose Stand, 
Heaven's Door, enables 
him to literally read people 
like books and even 
rewrite their behavior. The 
stories in this volume, nat- 
urally, never bother to 


explain this premise. 

In the first two stories, 
Rohan is primarily a narrator 
relaying a strange supernatu- 
ral tale to the reader. There's 
little involving the Jojo char- 
acters or world at all, as if 
Araki's editors told him to 
write something non-Jojo but 
he just couldn't help himself. 

What transpires in these sto- 
Hronike Araki ries is par for the course if 
RATING 
Teen + you read enough Araki 
manga: the first is about life- 
or-death popcorn catching, while the second 
involves a corpse that just won't decay or stop 
bleeding. 


PUBLISHER 
Viz Media 


STORY AND ART 


JUST А5) 
PROMISED! 


` 
Thus Spoke Rohan Kishibe: KISHIBE ROHAN WA UGOKANAI 


@ 2013 by LUCKY LAND COMMUNICATIONS/SHUEISHA Inc. 
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By contrast, the third and fourth chapters may 
as well be bonus chapters of Diamond Is 
Unbreakable. Rohan not only explores a strange 
etiquette-obsessed village, but in the final and 
best tale teams up with Tonio, everybody's 
favorite Italian chef whose Stand, Pearl Jam (or 
"Pole Jam," as it's renamed in the Viz manga), 
produces delicious food that heals one's ail- 
ments after seemingly obliterating the body in 
sickening fashion. These side stories have yet to 
be adapted into anime, but there are still more 
for Viz to publish: the latest Rohan story came 
out in Japan only this year! (Daryl Surat) 


Kengo Hanazawa has been one of my favorite 
manga-ka since 2004's Ressentiment, an 
extraordinarily bleak take on otaku and virtual 
worlds which nobody to this day dares officially 
release in English. His more recent / Am a Hero 
catapulted him to stardom, and now Denpa is 
releasing his newest series, Under Ninja. To 
describe the premise as "ninja in modern 
Japan" would be technically correct yet woefully 
incomplete, for Hanazawa loves social outcasts 
and the forgotten members of society. 

In the opening chapters, we learn there are 
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secretly hundreds of thou- 
sands of ninja in the modern 
world, but while a few super- 
elites are out there fighting 
in wars, the remaining 90% 
are unable to find sustain- 
able levels of ninja work and 
are largely ignored. See that 
EUER fat, balding homeless guy 
Denpa who allegedly harvests 


STORY AND ART breast milk? He may get 
Kengo Hanazawa 4 
^ panne ` ` beaten up by schoolchildren, 


Unrated/Older Teen 


but he's actually a deadly 
ninja assassin! 

Kurou Kumogakure is just another destitute 
Gen Z/millennial ninja until he gets an assign- 
ment to infiltrate a high school and is granted a 
special highly advanced ninja outfit. Kurou con- 
tinually mooches off his neighbor, who inadver- 
tently steals their perpetually drunken land- 
lady's underwear, then starts wearing it to keep 
it out of the hands of the neighborhood drone- 
piloting panty-thief kid. Meanwhile, an awkward 
Russian who speaks broken Japanese arrives in 
Japan, determined to find the secret world of 
ninja and learn their techniques. In the course of 
this quest, he goes around performing, um, 
involuntary penectomies, because he is, in fact, 
an assassin with a daughter being held hostage. 

Under Ninja is more about exploring the lives 
of these idiosyncratic weirdos than plot advance- 
ment. There's some bloody violence and per- 
verted behavior, but it's a low-key seinen com- 
edy first and foremost. Remember: if you need 
to evade detection by hiding in a crawlspace, you 
can pass the time by watching the extended 
editions of Lord of the Rings! Recommended. 
(Daryl Surat) 
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BLACK PARADOX 
PAGE 39 
Story and Art by Junji Ito 


Four people intent on killing themselves meet through the suicide website Black Paradox: 
Maruso, a nurse who despairs about the future; Taburo, a man who is tortured by his doppel- 
ganger; Pii-tan, an engineer with his own robot clone; and Baracchi, a woman who agonizes 
about the birthmark on her face. 


They wander together in search of the perfect death, fatefully opening a door that leads them 
to a rather bizarre destiny... 
Available now! 


BLACK PARADOX © 2009 JI Inc./SHOGAKUKAN 


AFRO SAMURAI 


PAGE 55 


Story and Art by Takashi Okazaki 


In a feudal, futuristic Japan, samurai battle to become No.1 and rule the world, but when his 
father, who holds the coveted position, is challenged and killed, the young Afro Samurai vows 
vengeance. Relentlessly pursued by murderous assassins, will he stay alive long enough to 
keep his promise? 


In the first of two volumes, we see the beginnings of young Afro's quest, his battles with ап 
array of assassins and warlords, that climaxes in the epic confrontation with the powerful 
Empty Seven Clan and a showdown with an old enemy... 


This new creator-approved “director's cut” edition of the out-of-print cult classic book feature 
specially commissioned custom covers and a brand-new foreword by Takashi Okazaki. 


Available now! 


Note: To read Afro Samurai, you will need to flip the magazine back to "right side up," because it 
reads in the traditional Western left-to-right format. 


© 2008 TAKASHI OKAZAKI, GONZO 
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NOW. 
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IT'LL ALL ВЕ 
OVER SOON. 


Titan Manga - AFRO SAMURAI 
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Titan Manga - AFRO SAMURAI 


2008 TAKASHI OKAZAKI, GONZO 
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I DUNNO HOW MUCH THAT 
THING'S REALLY WORTH, 
BUT THERE'S A BIG OL’ 

REWARD IN STORE! 


ЧО, YOU WITH THE AFRO! 
KILLIN'S OUR THING, YA DIG? 
WE DON'T CARE ABOUT YOUR 
LIFE. WHAT WE CARE ABOUT 
IS THE МО. 2 HEADBAND 
YOU'RE WEARING! 


| | ^ 5 AND THEY DO SAH 
NOW WE'RE NOT LOOKIN е; Бос THERE'S STRENGTH 


TO KILL NO ONE WE 
DON’T HAVE TO. YOU'RE IN NUMBERS... 
A KILLER, ГМ SURE YOU 
UNPERSTANR 


SO HOW'S ABOUT 
JUST HANDING IT 
OVER NICE AND 
EASY? 
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HEH... LOOKS LIKE YOU 
DON'T QUITE GRASP 
THE SITUATION! FINE? 
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YO! THINK YOU CAN DO 
A QUICK-DRAW WITH THAT 
LONG SWORD? I THINK THE 
"TOUGH GUY" HERE'S 
MOCKING US! HEH... 
THIS'LL ВЕ A LAUGH! 


Titan Manga - AFRO SAMURAI 


© 2008 TAKASHI OKAZAKI, GONZO 


я = E ( 


t ЕЈ Ke, A m 
Ми“ Е А ; ЖР” 
=== Read more in Afro Samurai, available now! |Р 
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FREE STUEF/FROM-OTAK 


Some of our advertisers sent us samples of their cool stuff to give away to lucky OTAKU USA readers! But guess what? There's not enough for 
everyone. So, we're going to draw names out of a hat, and send the goodies to a few lucky otaku! 


HERE'S HOW TO ENTER: Just go to www.otakuusamagazine.com, click on "giveaway," and type your name, address and phone number and/or 
e-mail address and click on "submit." Or, if snail mail's your preference, write your name, address, phone number and/or email address on a 
postcard or sheet of paper and mail it to: OTAKU Giveaway (December 2022), 2406 Reach Road, Williamsport, PA 17701. If your name is chosen, 


we'll contact you, or just send you the item! 


Rules, Rules, Rules. The official rules are on page 94. 


Castlevania, Season | (1 winner) (as ШЫҚУАМДА 
Trevor Belmont, embittered and 
excommunicated, finds himself drawn 
into a battle for the survival of Europe- 
a region that has brought doom upon 
itself by taking away the one thing its 
greatest monster loved. 


1-Disc DVD Set, 4 Episodes, 16x9 Video, 
English 5.1 and 2.0 Audio, Spanish 5.1 
and 2.0 Audio, English Subtitles, Spanish Subtitles. 


SPECIAL FEATURES: Storyboards, Art Gallery and more 


Castlevania, Season 2 (| winner) 
Trevor Belmont, last survivor of his 
house, is no longer alone, and he and 
his misfit comrades, Sypha Belnades 
and Alucard, race to find a way to save 
humanity from extinction at the hands 
of the grief-maddened Dracula and 
his sinister vampire war council. 


1-Disc DVD Set, 8 Episodes, 16x9 
Video, English 5.1 and 2.0 Audio, 
Spanish 5.1 and 2.0 Audio, English 


Subtitles, Spanish Subtitles 


SPECIAL FEATURES: Production Animatics, Storyboards, Art 
Gallery and more 


Naruto Triple Feature Collector's Edition (1 winner) 

A collector's dream! A new Blu-ray bundle of the classic Naruto 
movies in a deluxe cover featuring 
original artwork by American comic 
book legend, While Portacio (Uncanny 
X-Men, Iron Man]. First young Naruto 
and friends guard a princess in Ninja 
Clash in the Land of Snow. Then it's a 
battle over a dangerous relic in Leg- 
end of the Stone of Gelel. And finally, 
Rock Lee helps with a violent uprising 
in Guardians of the Crescent Moon 
Kingdom. 

SPECIAL FEATURES: Animated Short: 
Hidden Leaf Village Grand Sports Festival; Audio Commentary for: 
Legend of the Stone of Gelel; Audio Commentary for: Guardians of 
the Crescent Moon Kingdom 


| Trip le/Feature: 
CollectorsjEdition, 
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Undernauls: Labyrinth of Yomi - PS5 (3 winners) 
e Recover the "darkness" hidden deep within 
the labyrinth. 

• Use the “Switch Boost" system to defeat 
hordes of monsters. 


* Create magical doors, ladders, and bridges 
to escape the labyrinth 


5.H. Figuarts: Dragonball Ultimate Gohan Super Hero (1 winner) 

Son Gohan as seen in "DRAGON BALL SUPER : SUPER НЕКО" rejoins 
S.H.Figuarts! Features an all-new sculpt, plus the same new joint tech- 
nology pioneered on the S.H.Figuarts Super Saiyan 4 Son Goku and 
Krillin: Earth's Strongest Man figures. 


Set Contents: Main Body, Two optional expressions, Three pairs of 
optional hands 


S.H. Figuarts: Dragonball Piccolo Super Hero (1 winner) 

Piccolo as seen in the upcoming 2022 film "DRAGON BALL SUPER : 
SUPER HERO" joins S.H.Figuarts, featuring design and colors as seen in 
the teaser trailer! 


Set Contents: Main Body, Two optional heads, Two left and three right 
optional hands 
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© Project Revue Starlight. 


Revue Starlight has all the 
lights, camera, and action 
to pull off a performance 


to rival Broadway. 


hen you think of musical theater, you go 

to the likes of Rent, Aladdin, and Wicked, 

right? Bright colors, awesome musical 
numbers, insane wardrobes, and a lot of sparkle: 
What more is there to ask for? Well, this only 
applies to musicals in the West. Japan, on the 
other hand, likes to do things a little differently. 
Enter the Takarazuka Revue, a musical theater 
troupe in which women play all of the roles (even 
the male-based ones!) when putting on extrava- 
gant, Broadway-style adaptations of Western 
works, no matter what the original medium (e.g., 
Bonnie and Clyde, Oklahoma!, Catch Me If You 
Can, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ocean's 11, just to 
name a few), Japanese folk stories or popular cul- 
ture (such as Osamu Tezuka's classic Phoenix 
manga], or even the trials and tribulations of 
Phoenix Wright! It's a lavish world that's earned a 
lot of fans over the years since its inception in 
1913; its lavish aesthetic has even been the influ- 
ence for a number of anime and manga works, 
such as The Rose of Versailles, Revolutionary Girl 
Utena, and even Osamu Tezuka's Princess Knight 
(Fun fact: Tezuka's hometown is also the base of 
operations for the Takarazuka Revue]. 
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Which brings us to Shoujo Kageki Revue 
Starlight—which aired during the 2018 summer 
anime season, with two movies following after— 
which owes a lot of its inspiration to the 
Takarazuka Revue. The name of the game is 
Starlight, a globally renowned theatrical play in 
which the role of the "Top Star" is the most 
desired position, and the students of Seisho 
Music Academy must compete against one 
another in order to win the grand prize, because, 
after all, there can only be one Top Star. Among 
the hopefuls are Karen Aijo and Hikari Kagura, 
childhood friends who once made a promise to 
perform together. But now, with nothing but 
their lifelong dreams and their immense dedica- 
tion to play the part, they must face each other 
in the mysterious and surreal "Revue Starlight" 
audition-battles, where the most dedicated duke 
it out, but only the most passionate remain 
standing. Oh, and these auditions appear to be 
moderated by a talking giraffe. Also, the giraffe 
has the voice of Seto Кафа (Kenjiro Tsuda). | 
wish | knew how to make that up. 

That last tidbit may sound ridiculous (and to 
be frank, it is), but in all fairness, a lot of Revue 
Starlights arresting direction can be traced back 
to Kunihiko Ikuhara—who previously created 
such famous anime as Revolutionary Girl Utena, 
Mawaru Penguindrum, and Yuri Kuma Arashi— 
whose collaboration with director Tomohiro 


Furukawa has produced not only this а 


With a combination of hidden symbolism, 
gorgeously detailed duels, and a cast of 
endearing characters, Rev а it 


ht 


knows how to hold your attention from 
the minute the curtains rise to the moment 
they finally fall. 
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mysterious giraffe, but also the surreal yet gor- 
geous layouts that inhabit the show (not to men- 
tion one of the most surreal magical-girl-esque 
transformation sequences l've seen in a while]. 
Each display is an immensely colorful feast of 
organized chaos for the eyes and a treasure 
trove of hidden meanings waiting to be discov- 
ered and unpacked. And Im not going to reveal 
where the giraffe fits in all of this, because quite 
frankly, the reveal itself is quite amazing; you'll 
have to see it for yourself. 

At face value, Revue Starlight looks like an 
idol-style show, what with the girls training as 
hard as possible in between auditions to become 
the best they can be onstage. But Revue Starlight 
doesn't have the save-the-school storyline that 
the Love Live! franchise or the absurdist undead 
comedic timing of Zombie Land Saga. That's 
because Revue Starlight is not about IDOLS in 
the first place; it's about THEATER. There are no 
brightly colored concerts for miles around; in 
Revue Starlight, the girls literally duel one 
another—swords, singing, the works!—to see 
who has got what it takes to claim the lead role 
so wanted by all those who aspire to reach it. But 
though every duel has some amazing choreogra- 
phy, it's not just about the insane swordplay; 
each clash is really about showcasing the unique 
anxieties and fears that plague the aspiring per- 
formers. They're not just fighting each other; 
they're all fighting a single entity that comes in 
many different forms. Every епуу, insecurity, 
jealousy, and ambition is translated perfectly in 
the form of constantly shifting props and excel- 
lently flamboyant chorography. It's all a stunning 
display of fantasy and realism that does well to 
display what we all tend to feel from time to time. 
Helping out is the superb animation by Kinema 
Citrus, who manage to blow every out of the 
water with polished character designs and inter- 
layered backgrounds and fight scenes. 

And true to its theme of competition, Revue 
Starlight is not so much a singular, 12-episode- 
long story going straight from point A to point B, 


but rather а collection of perspectives [kind of 
like a slice-of-life anime, but at the same time, 
not really): every episode centers on a specific 
student going through the intense training 
needed to be a stage actress, especially when 
your closest friends are your toughest competi- 
tion when striving to be the best like no one ever 
was. Each episode does a great job at propping 
up the various, unique anxieties and fears each 
character possesses, as well as their own 
unique drives to be the Top Star. 

In fact, | think it's safe to say, from the very 
beginning, Revue Starlight has something to say 
about the very premise of the "Top Star" and the 
difficulties that come with theater career as a 
whole: there really is no such thing as a “Тор 
Star," as the theater has always been a collabo- 
rative effort no matter which way the trapeze 
swings. Being the "Top Star" means being all on 
your own, something that the theater industry 
has never been about. To disregard it as such is 
to sin against the very notion of theater itself. 
While | don't have the proper qualifications to 
unpack just how well Revue Starlight communi- 
cates its critiques, | will say that where it leads 
to is totally worth the wait. 

They say that all the world's a stage, and 
Revue Starlight takes this notion and runs with it 
from beginning to end. With a combination of 
hidden symbolism, gorgeously detailed duels, 
and a cast on endearing characters, the show 


knows how to hold your attention from the 
minute the curtains rise to the moment they 
finally fall. Even though it may to be a universal 
preference, this anime is bound to resonate with 
anyone with a passion for musical theater, be he 
or she either human or giraffe. 


Revue Starlight is available from 
Sentai Filmworks. 
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"Ап old-school 
anime action 
icon returns 


in Spriggan. 
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convinced that the decision-making 

mechanism by which Netflix decides 
to greenlight original anime productions is 
"key executive remembers an anime they 
rented from an American video store in the 
90s/00s and decides they ought to bring that 
back." It's a sound strategy, as many anime of 
that era adapted short snippets from much 
longer-running manga rather than elect for a 
more comprehensive approach. Made up in my 
head though it may be, | can think of no other 
reason Netflix would, in the year 2022, re-intro- 
duce an unsuspecting populace to the 1989 
Shonen Sunday action classic, Spriggan, in 
glorious fashion. As Jojo's Bizarre Adventure 
taught us, the trick is to use David Production 
as the animation studio! 

The myths and ancient religions weren't just 
fables or fiction. Whether the Mahabharata or 
the Old Testament, each served as records of 
an ancient ultra-advanced civilization far more 
powerful than modern humanity can imagine. 
Relics of that civilization remain strewn 
throughout the globe, and any one of these 
legend-inspiring OOParts ("Out of Place Arti- 
facts") harbors such immense potential 
destructive power that their safe recovery or 
disposal is paramount for humanity's contin- 
ued existence. Such is the mission of the multi- 
national corporation ARCAM, which harnesses 
the lost technology to foster the creation of 
covert private militia super-soldiers known as 
"Spriggan," so named after the mythological 
spirits that inhabit ancient ruins. But national 
militaries of the world, along with rival corpo- 
rations sporting their own powered operatives 
are also waging that same arms race with 
ARCAM, such that the discovery of OOParts 

invariably results in a clandestine battle 
for control. These are the adventures 
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of Yu Ominae, the Spriggan agent of АКСАМ 5 
"Japanese branch" whose secret identity is 
that he's a teenage delinquent attendee of 
what | refer to as “Anime High School’! 

Aside from being a deadly child soldier, Yu 
is equipped with melee weapons and armor 
made of the mythical metal orichalcum, 
which effectively makes him bulletproof while 
also granting him superhuman speed and 
strength on top of his elite military training. 
Oddly enough, Yu's semiautomatic pistol that 
he brandishes with his trademark angled 


EVERYTHING 
REMAINS VISUALLY 
COHERENT IN 
SPRIGGAN: 
THE CAMERA 
FRAMING IS 
ALWAYS CLEAR. 
THE FAST, 

FRANTIC ACTION 
CHOREOGRAPHY IS 
TOP RATE FOR 
GUNPLAY AND 
VEHICLES, AS WELL 
AS HAND TO HAND. 
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grip appears to just be an ordinary, albeit very 
nice, pistol. He'll need all that gear, since every 
episode features a different highly capable pow- 
erful rival, plus a supporting cast member for Yu 
to banter with. If you ever wanted a series where 
the American military is never depicted in a pos- 
itive light (or the Russians, or Germans, or most 
of the British, or...), then Spriggan is where it's 
at! My favorite is Jean Jacquemonde: the shot- 
gun-wielding French Spriggan with super- 
speed. Jean's only appearance thus far is in 
episode 2 which formed the basis of the old the- 


um 


atrical Spriggan animated movie from the late 
1990s (see sidebar], but there he didn't use his 
OTHER key ability which is showcased here in 
full glory. What was originally a few brief manga 
panels is now a full sequence. Clearly David Pro- 
duction knew l'd been waiting decades for it. 
(Spoilers: he's Chopper Dave.) 

Although “ONA” (Original Net Animation) is 
the modern term of choice for describing these 
streaming-exclusive anime titles, most feel like 
high-quality television episodes with more lee- 
way granted towards graphic violence or the 
like. But Spriggan feels different, as each of the 
(initial?) six 45-minute-long episodes of Sprig- 
gan is effectively a self-contained story center- 
ing around the ultra-violent exploits pertaining 
to a different potentially sacrilegious McGuffin. 
The spirit of the OVAs of my youth lives on here, 
particularly when it comes to the violence. The 
understatement of the year is that Spriggan con- 
tains massive levels of bloody violence and 
splatter-heavy dismemberment—but gore alone 
doesn't make anime great. Critical is the fact 
that everything remains visually coherent; the 
camera framing is always clear, and shots are 
edited so it's always evident where characters 
are, relative to one another. The fast, frantic 
action choreography is top rate for gun- 
play and vehicles, as well as hand to 
hand. Pay special attention dur- 
ing the fights to how much 
consideration is afforded to 

character spacing, foot- 
work, and the surrounding 
environment, since you've 
no doubt seen your share 
of incomprehensible super- 
hero action fights in main- 
stream television and cin- 
ema. Netflix first announced 
Spriggan all the way back in 
2019, and with the amount of time 
and effort this level of care and attention 
to detail warrants, the wait was worth it. 

There is one crack in Yu's Armored Muscle 
Suit, though. As with Netflix s Baki, the anima- 
tion does conspicuously shift from 2D to 3D CG 
when handling the more complicated action 
sequences, which for Spriggan is nearly all of 
them. I’m certainly a vocal critic of 3D CG in 
Japanese animation, and while the blending 
between the 2D and 3D characters/environ- 
ments 15 commendable, it's not perfect. Still, ГЦ 
gladly take this approach to 3D CG anime over 
what Polygon Pictures and Sola Digital Arts do. If 
a day ever comes when anime productions 
achieve the level of making 3D CG animation 
look like 2D the way that say, modern “2.5D” 
fighting games by Arc System Works do (Guilty. 
Gear, Granblue Versus, DNF Duel), it'll be stu- 
dios like David Production that pull it off. 

Spriggan episodes generally conform to the 
original manga by writer Hiroshi Takashige and 
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artist Ryouji Minagawa, albeit modernized from 
their 1989 roots to take place in our present day 
of smartphones and tablet PCs rather than the 
end of the Cold War. Still, there's some reshuf- 
fling of events, and others are condensed or (for 
now) omitted entirely so you'll have to read the 
manga if you wish to see the clones of Hitler in 
action. Fortunately, in the wake of this Netflix 
anime series Seven Seas Entertainment is 
releasing a deluxe unflipped edition of the origi- | 
nal manga in all its 1980$ glory! Yep, soon 
there'll be no need to hold onto those old flipped 
U.S. releases from the 1990s that Viz released to 
minimal fanfare under the name "Striker." 

Should Spriggan catch on, there remains 
plenty of manga story arcs to adapt for further 
seasons. l've no idea when David Production 
would be able to find time for making them, 
since they've still got Jojo s Bizarre Adventure: 
Stone Ocean to continue, not to mention the 
upcoming highly anticipated reboot of Urusei 
Yatsura. But, like the plates to mankind frozen 
outside of time, I'll be waiting. 


Spriggan is available from Netflix. 


~ 


Despite currently being out of print and unavailable for streaming in the U.S., 
the 1998 Spriggan film just might be one of the most overhyped anime films in 
America of all time. Animated by Studio 4C, what is primarily an adaptation of 
the "Noah's Ark" story told in the second episode of the Netflix series 
eschewed much of the character interplay of the source material to instead 
focus on some absolutely spectacular cel-animated action sequences 

across the globe. It's a hugely entertaining action spectacle—for the first 30 
minutes. Then it grinds to a screeching halt with typical anime villainy 
speeches for an hour. 

Spriggan: The Movie was intended to be headed up by Katsuhiro Otomo of 
Akira fame, but after extensive delays—in an Otomo project? l'm shocked!—was 
completed by others. This did not prevent U.S. distributor ADV Films from heavily 
promoting Spriggan as "the next Akira!" in a bid for mainstream success; an 
absolute curse of death, as nothing can ever be that. So confident it would be 
their biggest hit ever, ADV debuted Spriggan: The Movie in theaters across sev- 
eral major cities in the U.S., hoping to match the success of Crouching Tiger, 
Hidden Dragon in that brief post- Matrix yet pre- Matrix Reloaded era where 
Asian pop culture was cool. Unfortunately, ADV released Spriggan in October 
2001: one month after the September nth attacks. Nobody then was interested in 
this cartoon featuring suicide bombers, child soldiers, the American military as 
the antagonists, and creative interpretations of the Old Testament. 
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Ya Boy Kongming! is an anime that crosses time 
and space to take a satirical look at modern Japan. 


21 


By 
Michael 
Goldstein 


~~ PAST 


A Stevie Wonder once sang, “Music is a 
world within itself with a language we 
all understand.” And he’s not the only one who 
thinks so. Enter Three Kingdoms-era strategist 
Zhuge Liang (Kongming, for short). When he 
finally meets his end in the Battle of Wuzhang 
Plains, on his deathbed, he wishes that his next 
life is a peaceful one, one free of bloodshed. As 
a result, he is reborn in modern-day Japan as a 
younger version of himself. He takes to the pre- 
sent day pretty darn quick, but now he wishes to 
seek out a new “master” to serve his pur- 
pose of creating a more peaceful world. 
Does he go straight to the Japanese 
Diet? Does he search for an up-and- 
coming politician in need of a new 
message? Море! It's fledgling singer 
Eiko Tsukimi, whose voice inspires 
Kongming to become her manager 
and help her conquer the music 
world, believing it may be the key to 
achieving peace in the country, 
because he likes her music a lot. 


ВО OTAKU USA wwwOlekuUSAmagazine.com December 2022 


Did any of that sound completely bonkers to 
you? On one hand, Ya Boy Kongming!, which 
aired during the spring 2022 anime season, cer- 
tainly caused a lot of people to raise their eye- 
brows. On the other hand, is this reallythe most 
bonkers anime premise you've ever heard? 
Reverse isekai aren't really new; they're just 
rare (keep in mind, as l'm writing this, the long- 
awaited sequel to The Devil Is a Part-Timer!! 
just started airing). And the ones that are 
already out there haven't exactly peaked in the 
pop culture hemisphere. The thing about 
Kongming! is, from the word “go,” it dives into 
its premise and doesn't let up. The show is this 
strange, but somehow natural, blend of histori- 
cal fiction and commentary (particularly on 
social media culture]. It's one of those show 
that shouldn't work, but somehow does, despite 
the star's old-school charisma. 

Part of that success comes from the titular 
man himself. True to his history, Kongming is a 
gifted tactician who manages to use the same 
strategies he learned ages ago to manipulate 
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YA BOY KONGMING! DIVES INTO ITS PREMISE AND DOESN'T 


LET UP. THE SHOW 15 A STRANGE, BUT SOMEHOW NATURAL, 


BLEND OF HISTORICAL FICTION AND COMMENTARY. 


the flow of “battle” and come out on top even 
when back into a corner. At first, the synopsis 
makes things look like the show will be about 
Kongming floundering in a flood of new infor- 
mation and technology like all the “fish out 
of water” stories before it. But, true to his 
history, he adapts himself pretty darn 
swimmingly to his new territory. 

If the man were some I-know-more- 
than-you super-genius, he may not have 
the same level of swag and believability 

we're already seeing. But he manages to 
avoid a lot of the pitfalls that comes with 
the archetype: simply put, he's a dedicated 
study and a Renaissance man. If he can party 
hearty, it's because he learned all the ins and 
outs of not being tardy for the party in the mod- 
ern day. Not only that, he's also clearly applying 
the tools of his past life. It's one thing to watch a 
character if their main schtick is just being per- 
fect and good at everything they do—especially 
if they're a major historical figure—but other 
nuances come into play to make the 


Kongming character, and to a greater extent the 
anime, a much stronger. 

Case in point, his friendship with Eiko, who 
manages much of the heavy lifting as well. Her 
background is much more down to earth: once 
suffering from terrible depression, Eiko came 
close to ending it all until a chance encounter 
with her current boss led to her going to a con- 
cert and being inspired by the performance 
enough to take on singing herself. Now she's out 
to give people the same kind of inspiration she 
received. She's got the vocals for it, that's for 
sure, but all she's really doing now is shouting 
into the void. That's where Kongming comes in. 

One thing | find interesting to point out here is 
that Eiko is not aiming to be an idol here, espe- 
cially not a school idol; she's aiming to be a 
singer. | think that contrast alone is refreshing, 
and this show does a good job demonstrating 
just how different the two career paths are, even 
though idols have nothing to do with the plot or 
have any presence in the show to begin with. 
We're so used to the constant bombardment of 


You don't need to be a Three Kingdoms expert to get into Ya Boy Kongming!, but a little back- 
ground knowledge certainly wouldn't hurt. The name refers to a sixty-year period in which 
China was divided into three kingdoms—Wei, Shu, and Wu—at the end of the Han Dynasty (the 
name itself is something of a misnomer, as there was no actual king at the time]. The period 


ended with unification under the Western Jin Dynasty. This was the era that saw the highest 
body count in Chinese history, with a nationwide census at the time showing around 40 million 
people having lost their lives. Although it was a relatively short era, that didn't stop future genera- 
tions from romanticizing and giving it a space in operas, folk stories, and novels, most of famous of 
which is Luo Guanzhong's historical novel, Romance of the Three Kingdoms. 
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© Yotsuba Yuuto, Ogawa Ryou, Kodansha/ "Ya Boy Kongming!" Production Committee 


idol anime where it's all gumballs and rainbows, it's 
nice to have a show that shows you the hard truth: it 
takes a lot more than creativity to make it in showbiz. 

Most of the focus is really on Eiko, which is another 
refreshing change from the fish-out-of-water tem- 
plate, which makes sense, if you think about it. 
Kongming already takes to the new era rather 
gracefully, so there really is nothing to extract 
comedy from. What makes their friendship 
something special is that he legitimately 
believes in her, which may have something 
to do with his historic loyalty, something that 
has been well documented, as Liu Bei would 
easily attest. And even on days where it looks 
like Kongming has vanished into thin air, he's 
really out doing reconnaissance, building con- 
nections, and amassing resources. The world real- 
ly could use more role models like that —those who 
keep moving to help their friends no matter what. 

Ya Boy Kongming! doesn't have a save-the-school 
storyline or the bright colors of the Love Live! franchise 
or any absurdist undead comedic timing like Zombie 
Land Saga. Most likely because those are idol shows, 
which Ya Boy Kongming! is clearly not. What the 12- 
episode anime does do, however, is combine a nonsen- 
sical premise with a distinguishable sense of style. 
What ultimately makes this show work, apart from its 
meme-esque pitch, is its commitment to a serious 
exploration of its own story's musical side, and it 
becomes a sincere reflection of the relationship of per- 
formers and those they perform for. Eiko and 
Kongming clearly still have a long way to go, but given 
what we've seen so far, | have no doubt this show will 
have trouble reaching га its rare concept. 


Ya Boy Kongming! is available from Sentai Filmworks. 
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Yuki Yuna is 

a Herois an 

anime that 

turns everything you know about 
magical girls upside down. 


L he students of the Sanshu Middle School Hero Club want nothing more than 
to make the world a better place. From finding lost kittens and returning 
them to their owners to putting on puppet shows, there's nothing they won't 
do to help their community. Members Yuna Yuki, Mimori Togo, Fu Inubozaki, 

Itsuki Inubozaki, and the rest of the girls who eventually join are dedicated to 
making a difference. 

At least, that's what the Hero Club is all about on the surface. In Yuki Yuna is a 
Hero, things aren't always what they seem. And as the girls slowly begin to learn 
the truth behind the Hero Club and everything it stands for, the world as they 
know it is turned upside down. Welcome to the world of magical girls, decon- 
struction-style. 


Summoned to Fight 

Yuki Yuna is a Hero follows a group of girls who aren't just members of the San- 
shu Middle School Hero Club, but best friends, too. One fateful day, while working 
on a special mission to return lost kittens to their owners, the Hero Club's Fu 
must reveal an important secret to the rest of the group: the real reason the Hero 
Club was formed in the first place. 

In the middle of class, all of the girls receive a strange message warning of 
"forestization" on their phones. In addition, time has suddenly come to an end. 
The Hero Club members are enveloped in a shining, rainbow-hued light, and are 
transported to a colorful forest they've never seen before. And Fu has an explana- 
tion. She hasn't really been forthright with her new friends, and now's the time to 


© 
D 
S 
ы 
as) 
2. 
Ф 
2 
N 
a5 


There's more to the Hero Club girls’ exploits than a single anime series. If you're interested in see- 
ing where things go with the Vertex and the magical girls tasked with defeating them, there's plenty 
more of Yuna and her friends’ adventures to take part in. 

You can start with several anime series, including the original 12-episode run, and then a three- 
part film series based on the show's second season that you can watch—or get into the second 
season, which is comprised of six episodes. There are three short films based оп the show's spin- 
off manga, and an additional short anime based on the Yuki Yuna smartphone game. And finally, 
there's a third season called The Great Mankai Chapter. 

Beyond that, there are multiple games, including two visual novels for Windows, and an action 
game for the PS Vita. You can also follow along with the manga, of course, which spans multiple 
volumes and chapters, in addition to four light novels to take in. The expanded Yuki Yuna universe is 
quite a large one, encroaching on Madoka-like territory, so you don't have to say goodbye to this 
strange world of magical girls just because the first season comes to a close. 
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recruited with the app required to summon the strength to fight the Vertex. She uses a massive 
sword when in her hero form to eliminate threats. 

Itsuki Inubozaki is Ри’ younger sister. She's quiet and a bit timid, and looks up to her sister for 
guidance. She uses vines to attack enemies when in her hero form, and she's always there for 
anyone who needs her, even if she doesn't always have the confidence she needs in herself. 

There are other girls who end up joining the fight, such as Karin Miyoshi and Sonoko Nogi, but 
the Hero Club's initial recruits are some of the most important parts of the entire saga—and you'll 
get to know the rest as the series goes on. 


In Full Bloom 

Though many magical girls can fight using the power of love, friendship, and justice—or a num- 
ber of special relics—the heroes of Yuki Yuna is a Hero use a special app Fu urged them to install 
on their phones to change into their more powerful forms. 

Imbued with innate strength and abilities given to them by the Shinju and Taisha people, they 
all have unique outfits and weapons with which they can destroy the Vertex. After each of the girls 
completes a transformation sequence, they're ready to save the day with everything from bare 
fists to elegant lances that pierce through enemies. 

Each and every girl has a special ability they bring to the table, but they all have an important 
"Mankai" form to remember as well. Think of it as going "Super Saiyan” à la Dragon Ball Z. It's a 
massively powerful form that can imbue each girl with enough magical ability to completely blow 
away Vertex enemies. 

But, as is usually the case with this type of ability, it's only available for a limited time, and it 
does come with a price. That's something you'll need to discover for yourself as you make your 
way through Yuki Yuna is a Hero, but you may not be prepared to learn the truth. 


Anyane Can Be a Hero 
Yuki Yuna is a Hero is a series that combines everything you love about magical girl shows: flashy 
transformations, endearing characters, dazzling fights, and even a bit of darkness thrown in for 
good measure. In the end, though, its most important message is this: anyone can be a hero, and 
anyone can overcome adversity to ensure the best for others. 

If you're looking for a unique and underrated series that still hasn't quite received its fair due, 
give Yuki Yuna is a Hero а try. Just don't be surprised if you end up needing a lot more tissues 
than you may originally have planned for. 


Yuki Yuna is a Hero is available from Sentai Filmworks. 
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FILM TV DVD 


Mighly Godzilla Hammer 


Godzilla (1978 TV series) 
| was born with a Godzilla-shaped 
hole in my soul, and the only way to 
fill it is to watch every Godzilla- 
related thing that | encounter. I’ve 
seen every Godzilla film, both Toho 
and Legendary. Even the bad ones. 
Especially the bad ones. And yet, 


despite there being nearly seven 
decades of giant monster shenani- 
gans since the Big 6'5 debut in 1954, 
the Godzilla-shaped hole remains. 

| had never seen the 1978 Hanna- 
Barbera Godzilla cartoon before, 
and for good reason: on one hand, 
l'd heard it was terrible, and on the 
other, the series was largely 
unavailable. Despite once being in 
heavy rotation on Cartoon Network 


and Boomerang, Godzilla never 
saw a proper home video release 
aside from a few DVDs containing 
the first season that were pub- 
lished in 2006-2007. The second 
Season was never released on 
home video. So when Toho's 
GODZILLA OFFICIAL YouTube chan- 
nel began stream- 
ing this relic of a 
long-forgotten 
time, | embraced 
the chaos. At last, | 
could consume this 
terrible cartoon. 

Make no mistake, 
the 1978 Godzilla 
cartoon is terrible. 
The animation is 
sloppy and riddled 
with errors (color- 
ing mistakes, mis- 
layered cells, miss- 
ing backgrounds] 
and with short-cuts such as re- 
used run cycles and solid-black sil- 
houettes to cheap out on actual art- 
work. One egregious example is the 
constant release of the vertical or 
horizontal hold on an otherwise 
immobile image to simulate the 
illusion of titanic, earth-shaking 
action. From a story standpoint, 
every episode is identical: the crew 
of the scientific research vessel 
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Calico explore an exotic locale; they 
discover a monster; they summon 
Godzilla; Godzilla fights and defeats 
the monster, thus restoring equilib- 
rium; as the episode concludes, 
Godzooky plays the fool to make 
the kiddies laugh. It's the same 
cookie-cutter pattern for two sea- 
sons straight, 26 episodes of sound 
and fury, signifying nothing. 

And yet... And yet, as | watched 
Toho's terrible transfer of this terri- 
ble cartoon (with each episode 
chopped into three unequal pieces 
and uploaded in gloriously pixe- 
lated 480p], the Godzilla-shaped 
hole began to fill. Sure, the anima- 
tion is pure hackery, the stories are 
boiler-plate, and Godzooky is the 
most tedious children's mascot 
character this side of Scrappy-Doo, 
but despite all its countless flaws, 
the 1978 Hanna-Barbera Godzilla 
cartoon has a certain perverse 
appeal. The voice acting—directed 
by the late, great Wally Burr and 
featuring Ted Cassidy (Lurch from 
the original The Addams Family TV 
series) as the titular fire-breathing 
dinosaur—is shockingly good. Even 
though the giant monster violence 
is laughably tame in order to con- 
form to the standards & practices 
of late Seventies kiddy cartoons, 
the designs of the monsters of the 
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Toho via YouTube 


1978 


30 minutes per 
episode 


2 d 


week are bizarre and compelling. 
With its mixture of high-concept 
weirdness and lowbrow children's 
antics, my brain drew comparisons 
between Godzilla and Ultra Q, and 
to my shock and chagrin, the com- 
parisons were positive ones. 

At the time of this writing, the 
GODZILLA OFFICIAL by TOHO 
YouTube channel is uploading the 


Mighty Peking Man 
Shaw Brothers, a monolithic Hong 
Kong movie factory beloved for its 
kinetic, zoom-lens heavy martial 
arts films like King Boxer (1972) or 
The Five Venoms (1978), was known 
for its distinctive house style much 
like the Japanese studios were. 
When modernizing his company, 
mogul Run Run Shaw turned not to 
Hollywood but to filmmaking maver- 
icks in nearby Japan. One of the first 
was Shin Toho cinematographer 
Tadashi Nishimoto who convinced 
Shaw to begin lensing his produc- 
tions in anamorphic Cinemascope 
(rebranded Shawscope] just as 
Japan's industry had begun to. 
Nishimoto trained Shaw 5 Chi- 
nese crews in sophisticated Japan- 


ese cinematography techniques and 
shot a variety of Hong Kong films 
including King Hu's landmark Come 
Drink With Me (1966). Shaw also 
hired Japanese directors to helm his 
picture including Umetsugu Inoue, 
Mitsuo Murayama and Koji Shima. 
By his company's heyday in the mid- 
1970s, Shaw was eager to try his 
hand at a Japanese-style genre pro- 
duction. The first was The Super 
Infra-Man (1975), a tribute to Tsubu- 
raya's Ultraman and Ishinomori's 


Kamen Rider with the 


ers opted to hire out a 


involvement of art director pelis dus full-scale Japanese 
and suit modeler Michio ORIGINALLY RELEASED tokusatsu unit. 
Mikami (Message From Yoshiyuki Kuroda, best 


Space, X-Bomber/Star 

Fleet]. Shaw would also 

involve Japanese modeling staff 
in the following year's The Snake 
Prince, featuring a tokusatsu mon- 
ster bloodbath finale. 

With the ballyhoo of Dino DiLau- 
rentiis' King Kong (1976], itself hav- 
ing almost enlisted the talents of 
Toho's Teruyoshi Nakano, the Shaws 
were keen to make a Hong Kong 
King Kong of their own. Originally 
they were planning to produce an 
outright remake, but this was 
deemed too legally risky and thus 
the film would become Mighty 


Peking Man. Veteran hitmaker Ho 
Meng-Hua was hired to direct. Ho 
had helmed The Flying Guillotine 
(1974), a film surprisingly epochal in 
Greater Chinese popular culture and 
was likely chosen as he could handle 
special effects laden pictures. He 
had previously directed grody South- 
east Asian horror efforts such as 
Black Magic (1975) and The Oily 
Maniac (1976). For shots and 
sequences of the film's eponymous 
giant ape, this time the Shaw Broth- 
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RUNNING TIME 


known for his work on 
Daiei's Majin films, was 
initially hired as director for the spe- 
Cial effects end. Incidentally, the 
Shaw Brothers had a penchant for 
pilfering soundtrack cues from Majin 
in their martial arts films. However, 
disagreements which arose over the 
ape creature's design and costume 
dragged out until the Japanese 
team's visas expired and Kuroda had 
to return to Japan. The Shaw Broth- 
ers thus hired Sadamasa Arikawa 
(Destroy All Monsters, Space 
Amoeba) as his replacement. 
Arikawa had been Eiji Teuburaya's 
cinematographer and right-hand 
man and was seasoned in the 


knowledge of Japanese special 
effects. Along with him came an 
entirely new crew from Toho that 
included veteran DP Motoyoshi 
Tomioka, soon-to-be FX director 
Koichi Kawakita and pyrotechnician 
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Director Но 5 end of the movie, 
shot mainly in India, features an 
implied interracial relationship 
between Danny Lee, later to appear 
in Woo's The Killer (1989) and Swiss 
actress Evelyn Kraft who plays a 
scantily clad Nordic Tarzanette. She 
amusingly stays in her fur bikini 
once the action switches to Hong 
Kong. Ho's crew could not tolerate 
the local cuisine in rural India and 
barely ate until they could find a 
Chinese restaurant. His side of the 
movie is marred by mondo-style 
animal cruelty involving a leopard 
with its mouth sewn shut and a love 
montage so goofy it looks straight 
from Trey Parker and Matt Stone's 
sensibilities. Shaw actor Ku Feng, 
known for his villainous roles in 
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martial arts movies, plays the sleazy 
promoter who takes the giant ape to 
HK. Amusingly, the British Army 
commander who battles the mon- 
ster is played by entrepreneur and 
newscaster Ted Thomas, whose 
HK-based firm dubbed numerous 
tokusatsu movies into English. 
Mighty Peking Man's final third is 
more fun than Ho's exploitation- 
fueled end as Arikawa's tokusatsu 
unit takes the stage and the picture 
assumes a Japanese flair. King 
Kong (1933) having been one of his 
mentor Tsuburaya's favorite films, 
Arikawa and his team take the proj- 
ect to heart. There was friction 
between Ho and Arikawa; the latter 
feeling that he was not being given 
the necessary time or resources to 
shoot good monster footage. A high- 
light is a thrillingly staged aerial 


battle sequence between the ape 
monster Utam and British army hel- 
icopters with lots of high altitude, 
aviator's eye view shots. These were 
a specialty of Arikawa, a former 
wartime pilot. Utam's suit was built 
by tokusatsu modeling extraordi- 
naires Keizo Murase and Michio 
Mikami from human hair donated 
by local women. The creature was 
designed by Kamen Rider art direc- 
tor Akira Takahashi and played by 
Yuen Chueng-Yan, a kung fu film 
stuntman and the brother of famed 
fighting instructor Yuen Woo-Ping 
(The Matrix, Crouching Tiger, Hid- 
den Dragon). 

When it came time to shoot 
Utam's gruesome death as he's 
bloodied by explosives and set 
aflame atop a miniaturized replica 
of Hong Kong's then-tallest building 
the Jardine House, Yuen refused to 
do the stunt. Though having per- 
formed numerous dangerous stunts 
in martial arts movies, he was not 
used to the Japanese tokusatsu 
crew's employment of heavy 
pyrotechnics and felt the produc- 
tion's insurance didn't adequately 
cover it. The shoot halted for a week 
with the Shaws and director Ho frus- 
trated as they had wanted to get the 
film out before DiLaurentiis' Kong 
hit HK theaters. As the Japanese 
crew's visas were about to expire, 
Keizo Murase thus got inside the suit 
where he was pelted with exploding 
gunpowder, set aflame and thrown 
off the miniature building. 

Released stateside as Goliathon, 
Mighty Peking Man was a bigger 
success than /nfra-Man, though it 
wound up the final Shaw production 
to employ tokusatsu industry ingenu- 
ity. Sadamasa Arikawa would next 
work on and co-direct The Phoenix 
(aka The War of the Wizards) in Та!- 
wan the following year. During pro- 
duction of The Snake Prince and 
Mighty Peking Man, Keizo Murase 
befriended Chua Lam, a Shaw Broth- 
ers production manager who one 
day would be a powerful producer at 
Golden Harvest. The two conceived 
of a fantasy film to heal Japanese 
and Chinese divides combining the 
two cultures' closely-related 
mythologies. This project, Brush of 
the Gods, is now currently in produc- 
tion independently under the direc- 
tion of Murase and Daisuke Sato 
(Howl From the Beyond the Fog]. 

—J.L. Carrozza 
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OK, THE GIVEAWAY RULES FROM THE SUITS 


1. NO PURCHASE IS NECESSARY TO 
ENTER OR WIN. 

2. This giveaway is open only to indi- 
viduals who are the age of majority in 
their country of residence (“Entrants”) 
and who are not employees of Otaku 
USA Magazine, Sovereign Media, Inc., 
or any of their parent entities, sub- 
sidiaries, affiliates, advertising or pro- 
motion agencies, or members of their 
immediate families or households. If 
you are under the legal age of majority 
in your country of residence (a 
“Міпог”), one of your parents or legal 
guardians must read and agree to 
these Giveaway Rules on your behalf 
and themselves in order to win a prize. 
Offer void in Puerto Rico and where 
prohibited by law and is subject to all 
federal, state, and local laws. 

3. The Giveaway shall commence on 
September 6, 2022 at 12:00 p.m., East- 
ern Standard Time (EST], and shall 
continue in duration until November 5, 
2022. (“Giveaway Period”). Only one 
entry per person. Mechanical or digi- 
tally reproduced entries will not be 
accepted. You may enter the giveaway 
in one of two ways: 

И) Send a postcard or letter with your 
name, address and telephone number 
to the following address: Otaku USA 
Magazine Giveaway, 2406 Reach Road, 
Williamsport, PA 17701 

(2) Log onto www.webotakuusa.com, 
and click on Giveaway, fill out your 
name and address and phone number, 
and press "submit." 

All entries must be postmarked by 
November 15, 2022. All entries become 
the property of the sponsors and will 
not be returned. By entering the give- 
away, entrants agree to be added to the 
Otaku USA mailing list which may be 
shared with other companies at the 
discretion of Otaku USA and/or Sover- 
eign Media, Inc. Sponsors are not 
responsible for late, lost, damaged, 
incomplete, illegible, postage due, mis- 
directed entries, human error, hard- 
ware or software malfunctions, or net- 
work failures of any kind which could 
restrict entry. By entering the giveaway, 
entrants agree to be bound by these 
Official Rules and the decisions of the 
sponsors. 

4. Winners will be selected at ran- 
dom from all eligible entries by random 
drawing held on or about November 16, 
2022. 

You need not be present to win. Win- 
ners will be notified by telephone, mail, 
or email. All taxes and any other fees 
or costs associated with the acceptance 
or use of any prize are the sole respon- 
sibility of the winners. Winners may be 
required to execute and notarize an 
affidavit of eligibility and publicity con- 
sent and release. Otaku USA Magazine 
and/or Sovereign Media, Inc., reserves 
the right to require the affidavit of eligi- 
bility at its sole discretion or as 


required by law. If a winner fails to 
return a properly signed affidavit within 
ten (10) days of mailing or if any prize 
notification or prize is returned as 
undeliverable, the winner will be dis- 
qualified and an alternative winner will 
be selected. If there is a dispute as to 
the owner of an email address, it will 
be deemed submitted by the email 
account holder per the records of the 
email service provider. Each winner 
accepting a prize consents to the use of 
his/her name and likeness for ргогпо- 
tional and publicity purposes without 
further compensation, unless prohib- 
ited by law. (When requested to do so, 
each winner agrees to report for pub- 
licity photograph sittings at such place 
as may be designated by the sponsors 
of this Giveaway, unless prohibited by 
law). For a list of prize winners and/or 
Official Rules, send a self-addressed, 
stamped envelope to: Otaku Giveaway, 
Sovereign Media, 2406 Reach Road, 
Williamsport PA 17701. Please be 

sure to specify whether you are 
requesting Official Rules or a winners 
list (available after the winners are 
verified). Vermont residents may omit 
postage for Official Rules and the 
entry postcard. 

5. By entering the Giveaway, you 
release Sponsor, participating spon- 
sors and any of their respective parent 
companies, subsidiaries, affiliates, 
directors, officers, employees and 
agencies (collectively, the "Released 
Parties") from any liability whatsoever, 
and waive any and all causes of action, 
related to any claims, costs, injuries, 
losses, or damages of any kind arising 
out of or in connection with the Give- 
away or delivery, misdelivery, accept- 
ance, possession, use of or inability to 
use any prize (including, without limita- 
tion, claims, costs, injuries, losses and 
damages related to personal injuries, 
death, damage to or destruction of 
property, rights of publicity or privacy, 
defamation or portrayal in a false light, 
whether intentional or unintentional], 
whether under a theory or contract, 
tort (including negligence], warranty or 
other theory. The Giveaway and these 
Official Rules will be governed, con- 
strued and interpreted under the laws 
of the United States. Any and all legal 
actions or claims arising in connection 
with this Giveaway must be brought in a 
court of competent jurisdiction within 
the United States. Entrants agree to be 
bound by these Official Rules and by 
the decisions of the Sponsor, which are 
final and binding in all respects. The 
Sponsor reserves the right to change 
these Official Rules at any time, in its 
sole discretion, and to suspend or can- 
cel the Giveaway or any entrant's par- 
ticipation in the Giveaway should 
viruses, bugs, unauthorized human 
intervention or other causes beyond the 
Sponsor's control affect the adminis- 


tration, security or proper play of the 
Giveaway or the Sponsor otherwise 
becomes (ав determined in its sole 
discretion] incapable of running the 
Giveaway as planned. Entrants who 
violate these Official Rules, tamper 
With the operation of the Giveaway or 
engage in any conduct that is detri- 
mental or unfair to the Sponsor, the 
Giveaway or any other Entrant (in 
each case as determined in the Spon- 
sor’ sole discretion] are subject to 
disqualification from entry into the 
Giveaway. The Sponsor reserves the 
right to lock out persons whose eligi- 
bility is in question or who have been 
disqualified or otherwise ineligible to 
enter the Giveaway. If you have any 
questions about these Official Rules 
or the Giveaway, please email them 
to sovereign{dpublishersserviceasso- 
ciates.com or send written questions 
to Otaku Giveaway, Sovereign Media, 
2406 Reach Road, Williamsport PA 
17701. 

6. Prizes are not transferable. A 
prize will is returned as undeliverable 
or otherwise not claimed within fif- 
teen (15) days after the delivery notifi- 
cation will be forfeited and awarded 
to an alternate winner. 

7. The Giveaway Winner may be 
asked to produce a valid driver's 
license or other valid form of identifi- 
cation and/or requested to execute an 
affidavit of eligibility and/or other 
release. 

8. No substitutions or exchanges 
(including for cash) or any prizes will 
be permitted, except that the Sponsor 
reserves the right to substitute a 
prize of equal or greater value for any 
prize. 

9. АЦ applicable federal, state, and 
local laws and regulations apply and 
Giveaway is void where prohibited. 

10. Sponsors will not be responsi- 
ble for: (a) any late, lost, misrouted, 
garbled or distorted or damaged 
transmissions or entries; (b) tele- 
phone, electronic, hardware, soft- 
ware, network, Internet, or other 
computer or communications related 
malfunctions or failures; (c) any Give- 
away disruptions, injuries, losses or 
damages caused by events beyond 
the control of Sponsor; or (d) any 
printing or typographical errors in 
any materials associated with the 
Giveaway. 

11. Viz Media: Castlevania, Season 1 
(1 winner), Castlevania, Season 2 (1 
winner] and Naruto Triple Feature 
Collector's Edition (1 winner]. Bandai 
Spirits Co., Ltd: S.H. Figuarts: Drag- 
onball Ultimate Gohan Super Hero (1 
winner] and S.H. Figuarts: Drag- 
onball Piccolo Super Hero (1 winner]. 
Aksys Games: Undernauts: Labyrinth 
of Yomi - PS5 (3 winners]. 

YOU MUST ENTER TO WIN. Fill 
out an entry card or the entry form 
on the website, mail or submit, and 
you're entered! 


Tetsuo Il: Body 
Наттег 15 less 
of a sequel to 


DISTRIBUTOR Shinya 
ORIGINALLY RELEASED [Sukamoto's 
1997 _ Tetsuo: The Iron 


RUNNING TIME Man (1989) than 
a bigger-bud- 
geted, more ambitious color 
remake. Tsukamoto wound up 
returning to the subject matter 
after helming the more main- 
stream Hiruko the Goblin (1990). 
His peers were incredulous that he 
was making a second Tetsuo film 
and according to Tsukamoto, he 
envisioned the film as more of an 
urban action thriller about the rela- 


tionship between the city and the 
people who inhabit it, a slight shift 
from the body horror focus of the 
first. Though the budget was close 
to tenfold that of the original film, 
Tsukamoto ran out of money and 
wound up needing completion 
funds through Toshiba EMI. Toshiba 
EMI would offer Tsukamoto a life- 
time contract to produce direct-to- 
video content for them, which the 
indie maverick would turn down. 
As with the first Tetsuo, much of 
Tsukamoto's crew would mutiny 
and leave production midway as the 


filmmaker demanded complete 
creative control and liked to have 
his hand in every department. 

Like the first film, Tetsuo Il fea- 
tures a man, played by Tomorowo 
Taguchi, who turns into a machine. 
Tsukamoto's “The Guy” also 
returns, this time leading a gaggle 
of nasty skinheads who hide out in 
an iron foundry. The men provoke 
Taguchi's protagonist into killing 
his young son, leading to his trans- 
formation into a living weapon. Like 
Tetsuo, the protagonist and Guy do 
battle. Both also conclude with the 
transformed and merged charac- 
ters rolling through the streets of 
urban Japan. Tokusatsu industry 
modeler Takashi Oka, who had 
worked on Tsukamoto’s prior 
Hiruko the Goblin, 
created the film's 


gruesome prosthetics. 

Tetsuo llis a more polished film 
with a stronger narrative and char- 
acter development than the origi- 
nal. The cyberpunk sci-fi elements 
are defined and there's more world 
building. This is actually counter- 
productive as the original Tetsuo 
works because of its batshit insane 
"WTF factor" and surreal lack of a 
traditional narrative. Tetsuo |, by 
contrast, feels a little overthought 
and less cohesive and powerful. 
There is, however, a lot to like in 
Tetsuo ll and many hauntingly 
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nightmarish moments including 
arresting stop motion effects 
throughout. The highlight is a dis- 
turbing black and white flashback 
sequence showcasing the protago- 
nist's childhood trauma. Under the 
tutelage of a sociopathic father 
(Sujin Kim], he is transformed into 
a killing machine. Finally, he grue- 
somely turns on his creator. 

The final reel boasts striking 
images as well, such as the protag- 
onist extending pipe-like tentacles 
into the heads of screaming skin- 
heads as his horrified wife (Nobu 
Капаока) looks on. The ending 
draws strong aesthetic influence 
from Blade Runner (1982), evoking 
its climactic confrontation between 
Harrison Ford's Deckard and Rut- 


ger Hauer's Batty. Tetsuo ll swaps 
out the gritty monochrome of the 
original for a slicker, proto-teal and 
orange look. This is less novel and 
effective and Tetsuo // was less well 
received than the original abroad, 
which incidentally was still in the 
festival circuit when the second 
film was being distributed. The 
film is still, however, far superior to 
2009 5 awful Tetsuo: The Bullet 
Man. Tsukamoto's next stop would 
be the brutal boxing-based Tokyo 
Fist (1995), one of his masterworks. 
—J.L. Carrozza 
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А flawed collection of classics 


If you own pretty 
much any video 
game console or 
handheld—or 
even a phone— 
chances are you 


латы. 
NSONICy 
SORIGINSZ 


— can find a legiti- 
mate way to 
ЕРТЕ play the original 
SYSTEMIS) Sonic the 
Hedgehog 
RATING games. Simi- 


larly, SEGA is 

always finding 
new ways to bring them back out 
for public consumption, and while it 
might not be the best presentation 
the Blue Blur has enjoyed to date, 
you could do worse than Sonic Ori- 
gins if you're hard up for a new way 
to experience these classics. 

The term "new" should be used 

lightly here, as the games that are 
included—1991's Sonic the Hedge- 


hog, 1992's Sonic the Hedgehog 2, 
1993's Sonic CD, and 1994's Sonic 
the Hedgehog 3 & Knuckles—are 
mostly how you remember them 
with a select few enhancements. 
SEGA saw fit to put all of the games 
on a new engine rather than go for 
straight emulation, which has its 
pros and cons. On one hand, they 
look great in widescreen when they 
aren't bugging out. On the other, 


96 DTAKU USA 


с ТТТ 


well, there are some really weird 
bugs! SEGA has been paying atten- 
tion to all of them, and they're not 
game-breaking by any stretch, but it 
comes off as a little sloppy when 
we're supposed to be celebrating ап 
iconic series and some of the most 
important video games of all time. 

Prior to release, the earlier digi- 
tal versions of the titles were 
scrubbed from online storefronts in 
a move similar to what Rockstar 
did with the Grand Theft Auto 
games before releasing the remas- 
tered collection. It may make sense 
from a business perspective, but 
limiting options is never a win for 
the audience or preservation. 

If you can get past the surface 
level issues at the heart of Sonic 
Origins, you'll have as good a time 
as possible with this release. Those 
who haven't already played these 
platformers to death will find them 


— 


00522531 


РРР 
т 


as delightful and challenging as 
ever, with visuals and music that 
have aged gracefully over the 
years. While ГЦ never be able to 
experience it this way myself, I’m 
very curious how those who have 
only played modern 3D Sonics 
would feel after being exposed to 
these classics for the first time. 
Sure, most current games have a 
mixture of both full 3D and side- 
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scrolling stages, and the recent 
Sonic Mania built upon the founda- 
tion the originals established, but 
there's something special about 
how it all began. 

Unfortunately, those special 
aspects that turned Sonic into a 
household name could have used a 
little more love in this collection. 
Even 1997's Sonic Jam had a more 
interesting presentation and gim- 


mick than the one in Sonic Origins. 
SEGA may be addressing some of 
the bugs scattered throughout, but 
| wish they would have spent more 
time turning this set into the digital 
museum the games within it 
deserve. Beyond that, it's Sonic, so 
at least you know what you're get- 
ting into if you're tempted by this 
legendary lineup. 

—Joseph Luster 


Rise and shine! 


Monster Hunter Rise: Sun- 
break follows in the footsteps 
of Iceborne by introducing a 
new hub, two new areas, and 
a roster of new monsters to 
pursue. When the expansion 
opens, Kamura Village is 
finally safe, but it might not 
be for long. 

Things kick off when a non- 
native monster is seen in the 


PUBLISHER 


Capcom Shrine Ruins. After hunting it, 
DEVELOPER 
Capcom an even more dangerous 
SYSTEMIS) creature is discovered. Luck- 
Switch, PC . А " 
ily, newfound friend Fiorayne 
RATING 


T helps fight it off. She says that 
Malzano, a dangerous beast 
in her home Elgado, is causing unusual migra- 
tory behavior in some monsters. Fortunately for 
her, the hero of Kamura Village (уои) is ready to 
take on this new challenge. 
Unfortunately, Sunbreak takes a while to get 


to the new stuff. You only meet one new monster 
and one species variation in the first few hours 
of hunting. Additionally, the first new map, Jun- 
gle, is on the smaller side, and most of its native 
wildlife are creatures you've met before. The 
drip of new content might not bother returning 
fans. But, | had to play the base game again (all 
the way to the credits) because my original save 
was on Switch, and | received the review code for 


PC. That's right, there's no cross- 
save here, which is a bummer 
because performance and visuals on 
PC are significantly better. 

Eventually, things pick up toward 
the end of Master Rank 2, and you 
start getting into the meat of the expansion. 
However, of the 17 new large monsters there are 
to hunt, only four are entirely original. Six of 
them are variations on creatures from the base 
game with element changes and a few new 
attacks. Unfortunately, most of these are sub- 
species of monsters | didn't find particularly 
engaging in their original form. The Blood 
Orange Bishaten, for example, just throws 
explosive pine cones instead of fruit and is just 
as underwhelming as the base version. 

The new monsters are more interesting. 
Malzeno inflicts a unique status effect called 
Bloodblight, which drains your health and 
decreases the amount of healing done by items. 
However, it also gives you a life-stealing ability 


attack you land on a foe. 
The other new creatures dp 
also have quirks that set their fights apart from 
other monsters. 

Some changes and additions to gameplay 
mechanics also switch things up (literally). The 
big one is the Switch Skill Swap. This allows you 
to equip two sets of Switch Skills and change 


SUEDE 


between them 
at will. It gives 
each weapon 
type more ver- 
satility and opens up many new options for 
approaching a fight. You can also now wall-run 
without using the wirebug, making traversal 
much less stressful in certain areas. 

One mechanic that Rise introduced that Sun- 
break ditches are Rampages. These pseudo- 
tower defense segments are completely gone. 
However, the addition of Follower Collabs, which 
pair you with an NPC for a hunt, does a good job 
of making up for it. 

Monster Hunter Rise: Sunbreak is more of the 
same thing for better and worse. It builds upon 


the base game, which is what's expected of an 
expansion. However, it doesn't do much to evolve 
the gameplay. If you love the original, this is a 
must-play, but if Rise didn't click for you, then 
Sunbreak isn't going to change that. 

— Brittany Vincent 
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Demon Slayer: The Hinokami Chronicles (Switch) 


Demon slaying on Ihe go! 


a Demon Slayer: Kimetsu no 
= Yaiba - The Hinokami Chroni- 
cles made quite the splash 
when it first debuted across 
consoles and PC. It offered a 
slick, gorgeous way for fans 
of the massively popular 
series to experience every- 
thing that happened in the 
first season by way of interac- 
tive video game. It was a 
PUBLISHER à 
5ЕбА delight to play 
Хасын through, even then 
as a newcomer to 
the anime, and it 
rekindled my 
desire to watch 
the entirety of the 
season available upon the game's 
debut, which resulted in my enjoying 
the series more than | thought I 
would. 
Now, it's made its way to Nintendo 
Switch, and arguably a brand new 


RATING 
Г 


audience at that, as 
it's touched down on 
the handheld/console 
hybrid. And even 
though it's on an 
arguably lesser sys- 
tem that doesn't have 
as much horsepower, 
this is still very much 
a must-play for 
Demon Slayer fans or 


OPUS: Echo of Starsong 


Star-crossed explorations 


It takes a truly special game to 
bring players to tears. It’s not 
enough to have a sad ending, 
but a rich storyline that allows 
us to experience the ups and 
downs of our protagonist's 
journey—to feel what they 
feel. Taiwanese indie studio, 
GONO ING SIGONO, allows us this experi- 
ence in OPUS: Echo of Star- 
song. Upon first glance, this 
game may seem like another 
run-of-the-mill anime- 
inspired visual novel, but just 
within the first couple of min- 
utes, it pulls you into a beautifully complex story. 
The third installment of the OPUS series, 
SIGONO capitalized on its developers’ talents and 
superior storytelling skills to create Starsong. 
This story begins at the end, with our protagonist 
searching for someone he has lost. Jun, now an 
old man, narrates his adventures taking place 66 
years ago. The game is played through a series of 
flashbacks and old memories of when Jun, once a 
part of the noble clan, East Ocean, had been 
exiled. In an attempt to restore his honor, he sets 
off to find undiscovered asteroid caves for a spe- 
cial resource known as lumen to return prosper- 


DEVELOPER 
SIGONO INC 


SYSTEMS) 


RATING 
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even those looking for their next gaming-centric 
anime fix. 

If you're unfamiliar with the Demon Slayer 
narrative, this game explores a good portion of 
the series' first season. It continues on through 
the Mugen Train movie, which allows you plenty 
of character growth and development, especially 
from Tanjiro and Nezuko. The game follows him 
as he completes a variety of missions and slays 


Would you like to see it? 


ity to his clan. "Lumen," akin to oil, is the source 
of life itself and the main resource excavated 
across the Thousand Peaks galaxy. 

In a fateful encounter, Jun meets a witch 
named Eda. Witches have a special ability to find 
lumen through locating starsongs sealed within 
asteroids. Once they sense this starsong, they 
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mimic it by singing the same tune. This special 
song is then used by Jun in various puzzles 
within the caves. 

Gameplay is made up mostly of a string of 
decisions. You can choose to avoid danger or 
pretend to be a military vessel, for example, 
through a luck system. Although you're not in 


“ 


demons practically everywhere he goes as part 
of the game's story mode. With its hack-and- 
slash elements, it feels much more like an 
arena fighter in some areas instead of the RPG- 
lite it's built to be. 

You'll control Tanjiro and explore the linear 
areas mapped out in front of you, completing 
tasks like collecting items, defeating demons, 
and talking to other characters to unlock new 
missions. It's just as flashy as the Hashira Ten- 
gen Uzui would want, but that's par for the 
course for modern anime adaptations. It has a 
lot in common with the Naruto games, in that 
you'll pull off combo attacks that eventually 
erupt in jaw-dropping animations that look like 
they could have come straight from the anime. 

It's equally fun to drop blocks, parries, and 


It's fine. I'm not sad about it. 5 


any real danger since recovering shields is easy, 
and if you die old Jun chalks it up to a mistake in 
his memory. Amidst your adventure, you will 
explore asteroids for goods to trade or collect 
materials to upgrade your ship. Doing so will 
grant you the ability to travel farther and sustain 
less damage. Aside from the visual novel aspect, 
you will have the chance to control Jun, Eda, and 
Remi on a 2.5D side-scrolling platform, adding a 
refreshing change to the game's pace. Starsong 
offers an abundance of lore, which can be found 
by visiting caves, unidentified asteroids, and 
refueling stations. Each interaction and snippet 
of text, whether it's religious inscriptions or old 
notes from Jun's exploration, adds depth to the 


unleash a torrent of other abilities on the 
demons that cross your path. And while you 
may find that, eventually, using your special 
forms and techniques starts to become a little 
bland, you still have boss encounters to look 
forward to. They change the status quo consid- 
erably, and you'll have to use well-timed button 
presses for quick time events. Your rewards are 
even more striking scenes that make Tanjiro 
and the gang look better than they did in the 
anime or the accompanying film. 

Working your way through the story mode 
rewards you with a variety of additional charac- 
ter unlocks, costumes, gallery images, and 
more. But there's plenty to do outside of the 
story mode, too. You can opt for versus battles, 
online multiplayer (when you can find an oppo- 


story to a dizzying degree. It's a lot but makes for 
an immersive experience that leaves a deep 
impression. 

In a universe filled with planetary systems, 
asteroid belts, black holes, and beyond, the story 
of a lumen-hunting crew seems insignificant, 
but is powerful enough to persuade me to make 
decisions for the good of the group. | feel a con- 
nection to the characters who deal with very 
human problems even in a modernized space 
society. With a galaxy rampant with pirates, a 
militarized corporation, and a brutal resource 
war, we see how an alternate reality to our own 
can very easily come true based on human his- 
tory and current events. 
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nent), and chill out with your goodies once 
you've unlocked them. The story content will 
keep you for some time, however, to the tune 
of 15 to 20 hours of material. 


Whether you're a huge fan of the Demon 


Slayer series or you just want something to play 
to tide you over after watching Mugen Train and 
Entertainment District Arc, you'll want to snap 
up Demon Slayer: Kimetsu no Yaiba - The 
Hinokami Chronicles. lt isn't in any way marred 
on the Switch, and it's every bit of a fantastic play 
especially on the go. It may be quite a while 
before Tanjiro and the Demon Slayer Corps 
return for weekly shenanigans with us once 
more, but this game should be more than 
enough to keep you entertained in the meantime. 


— Brittany Vincent 


The ending is a powerful one that reduced me 
to tears and deepened my understanding of 
some of the game's lore cleverly hidden among 
its narrative—it was there the whole time, but 
obscure enough to not spoil its secrets. Even lis- 
tening to the soundtrack is enough to bring back 
a melancholic feeling. Rarely do | use the label 
"best" for games, but | feel confident in saying 
Starsong has one of the best soundtracks and 
narratives l've come across, with gorgeous visu- 
als to boot. OPUS: Echo of Starsong is a game 
you don't want to miss. Hopefully it will gain 
attention from more western players. If you play 
any visual novels, make it this one. 

—Brianna Fox-Priest 
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The Quarry 
High-quality horrors 


The Quarry is a modern take 
on the classic summer camp 
and teen horror films of the 
80s, 90s, and early 2000s. 
Although | love The Dark Pic- 
tures Anthology, it’s great to 
see Supermassive Games 
take on another AAA block- 
buster horror game, and in 


PUBLISHER many ways, this is a spiritual 
successor to the studio’s 
Geste breakout hit, Until Dawn. 
SYSTEMS] Once again, we have a 
=: star-studded cast with actors 
RATING like David Arquette, Ted 


Raimi, Brenda Song, Justice 

Smith, and Ariel Winter tak- 
ing on roles. The action happens in a sleepy 
summer camp called Hackett's Quarry. You'll 
take on the roles of a group of counselors at the 
end of the season who get stuck at the camp 
one last night because of transportation issues. 
Unfortunately for them, that night might be the 


Welcome to the JAM 


PUBLISHER 


DEVELOPER 
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RATING 
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last they have to live. 

The game plays out just like 
Supermassive's other horror titles. 
You'll do some light exploring, par- 
take in the occasional quick-time 
event, and make dialog and action 
choices for whichever character 
you're playing as. You switch roles 
every now and then, and by the 
end, you'll have spent time as nine 
different individuals. 

However, this is more of an 
interactive movie than a game. 
Therefore, you'll spend most of 
your time watching cutscenes. If 
you're a big fan of horror movies or 
adventure games, this'll be great. 
However, those looking for some- 
thing a bit more hands-on will 
likely get antsy in the long periods 
between playable scenes. For me, 
the pacing was good enough that it 
never felt like too much time 
passed between getting a prompt 
to do something, but it won't be 
that way for everyone. 

The biggest issue with The Quarry is that it 
doesn't do much to innovate. It plays out much 
the same way that Supermassive's previous hor- 


ror games did. Systems have changed in presen- 
tation, like finding tarot cards to have a future 
scene revealed in between chapters being much 
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the same as finding premonitions 
in The Dark Pictures Anthology. It's 
not to say | don't like Supermas- 
sive's formula, but it's starting to 
feel a bit rote at this point. 

The exploration scenes in which 
you do have control of a counselor 
tend to be a bit slow, and the cam- 
era is awkwardly placed. It focuses 
on a character's upper back, and 
they're slightly offset to the left. | 
assume it's meant to feel claustro- 
phobic, but the effect is just an 
awkward viewpoint that makes it 
hard to take in the environment. 
It's odd because Until Dawn and 
The Dark Pictures Anthology 
games didn't have this issue. 

As a horror fan, | loved The 
Quarry. For all its (minor) flaws, 
it's still an excellent work of horror 
and not one that any fan of the 
genre should miss. The coun- 
selors' last night at Hackett's 
Quarry kept me on the edge of my 
seat for the 10 hours or so it took 


me to complete it, and it was worth the price of 
admission in my book. 


— Brittany Vincent 
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COSPLAYUSA by Ani-Mia 
A Look Back! 


After seven years of cosplay articles from Ani-Mia, she is taking a vacation 
this issue, so let's highlight some of the best cosplay photos over those years! 
Don't worry, she'll be back with more cosplay tips and pics next issue! 


Ani-Mia links 

Facebook: www.facebook.com/Animia.cosplay 
Twitter: www.twitter.com/AniMiaOfficial 
Instagram: www.instagram.com/animiaofficial 
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By Danica Davidson 


A More Creative World 


An Interview with Katsuya Terada 


Manga creator Katsuya Terada created a variant cover for Geof Darrow's Shaolin Cowboy: 
Cruel to Be Kin issue 5, published by Dark Horse, which was revealed first at Otaku USA. 
On top of that, the very talented artist agreed to an interview with us about Shaolin Cowboy, 


his other work, and his philosophy on art. 


Otaku USA: How did you get involved with the 
Shaolin Cowboy: Cruel to Be Kin variant cover? 
How did you approach creating the cover? 
Katsuya Terada: | first became a big fan of Geof's 
work when | was still very young and saw his 
collaborations with Moebius. Then we met in 


Japan a few years ago and have remained con- 
nected as friends ever since. | was honored 
when Geof offered me the opportunity to create 
a variant Shaolin Cowboy cover and said “YES” 


immediately on the spot. 

Right away | knew | wanted to draw a tight 
closeup of his face. My first rough sketch was 
pretty much the same as the final version that 
got published, with no changes to the layout or 
anything. Geof's artwork emphasizes finely 
detailed linework on wide compositions, so | 


thought the close-up of the face would be the 
most effective way to immediately contrast my 
style from Geof's and showcase that the cover is 
a variant. 


Dark Horse has also published some of your 
other work, such as The Monkey King manga 
and DHorse Deluxe Journal: Terada Cover 
Girls. What is it like working with them? 

| have been working with Dark Horse Comics for 


over a decade now, and still remember how cozy 
| felt the first time | visited their headquarters in 
Portland, OR. l've had an amazing relationship 
with Dark Horse, and their projects are always 
some of my favorites. 


You're very prolific in your art. Do you have any 
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favorite projects you've worked on? 
Personally, | do not feel | am so prolific in my art. 
| do appreciate that my audience feels that way, 
and continues to enjoy my work. But when | look 
at my artwork, | still find more regrets than sat- 
isfactions, more things to improve upon than be 
happy with. It's as if every previous work serves 
as a building block to make the next work better. 
If | had to pick, Monkey King will always be one 
of my favorite projects. | have worked in many 
different mediums, been published in 
books and featured in galleries, but Mon- 
key King provided me with the clarity and 
strength to realize that | wanted to be a 
manga artist. 


Can you tell us more about your philoso- 
phy on art? 

| always consider myself as a manga artist 
first. What that means is my first priority 
when expressing my art is entertainment. 
When people see and experience my art | 
want the work to impart feelings of joy or 
even sorrow inside of the reader or viewer. 
| am always thinking about that, reexamin- 
ing the way | have been expressing myself 
and reflecting on new ways to impact my 
audience. 


What would you like Western fans to know 
about you? 
| grew up inspired by amazing Japanese 
manga illustrators, as well as traditional 
Japanese artists like Hokusai, and also 
various other foreign artists like Moebius. 
With so much inspiration from so many dif- 
ferent times and places, I’ve come to see 
human expression as a wave, layering rip- 
ples from far away shores to the other side 
of the ocean and connecting the world. | 
would be honored for my work to be seen more 
internationally, to inspire the same wonder | felt 
when | was young, and open new paths to а 
more creative world by expanding my audience's 
creative mind. 


Translator: Katsu Tanaka 
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